University of Texas at El Paso

DigitalCommons@UTEP
Open Access Theses & Dissertations

2017-01-01

New Black Boxes: Technologically Mediated
Intercultural Rhetorical Encounters On The U.s.Mexico Border
Beau Scott Pihlaja
University of Texas at El Paso, beaupihlaja@gmail.com

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.utep.edu/open_etd
Part of the Other Communication Commons, and the Rhetoric Commons
Recommended Citation
Pihlaja, Beau Scott, "New Black Boxes: Technologically Mediated Intercultural Rhetorical Encounters On The U.s.-Mexico Border"
(2017). Open Access Theses & Dissertations. 521.
https://digitalcommons.utep.edu/open_etd/521

This is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UTEP. It has been accepted for inclusion in Open Access Theses & Dissertations
by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UTEP. For more information, please contact lweber@utep.edu.

NEW BLACK BOXES: TECHNOLOGICALLY MEDIATED INTERCULTURAL
RHETORICAL ENCOUNTERS ON THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER

BEAU SCOTT PIHLAJA
Doctoral Program in Rhetoric and Composition

APPROVED:

Lucía Durá, Ph.D., Chair

Kate Mangelsdorf, Ph.D.

Char Ullman, Ph.D.

Charles Ambler, Ph.D.
Dean of the Graduate School

Copyright ©

by
Beau Scott Pihlaja
2017

Dedication

To Charity

NEW BLACK BOXES: TECHNOLOGICALLY MEDIATED INTERCULTURAL
RHETORICAL ENCOUNTERS ON THE U.S.-MEXICO BORDER

by

BEAU SCOTT PIHLAJA, B.A., M.Div., Th.M.

DISSERTATION

Presented to the Faculty of the Graduate School of
The University of Texas at El Paso
in Partial Fulfillment
of the Requirements
for the Degree of

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

Department of English
THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT EL PASO
August 2017

Acknowledgements
I would like to thank Scott and Mary Jo Pihlaja, my father and mother and first teachers.
Homeschooling in the ‘80s and ‘90s was a deliberate yet fraught decision. But I should think two
kids completing Ph.D.s (with the third well on her way) is some validation of that choice.
I would like to thank my brother, Dr. Stephen Pihlaja. Younger and a far better dresser, he
led the way to the Ph.D. completing his more than four years ahead of me. His guidance, tough
love, encouragement, and steadfast belief that I could do it kept me going and have made me a
better scholar and person.
I would like to thank my sister, Mandy Straub. A fellow Ph.D. student and scholar, she too
has been a sympathetic ear, a support, and an encouragement through the process. I am grateful to
her for it.
I would like to thank Dr. Dorothy Ward, director of UTEP’s Entering Student Program
where I taught full time for five and a half years while completing this degree. Her support of my
pursuit, making time and space in my workload at key moments—particularly near the end of the
process to the final push to completion—was invaluable.
My colleagues in the Entering Student Program have also proven immensely supportive
during the process. I would like to thank Dr. Sycora Wilson-James, my office neighbor, for her
willingness to commiserate in good humor as we slogged our way to the end of our respective
dissertations. I especially appreciate her completing hers first to show that it could indeed be done.
Additionally, I would like to thank Dr. Joanne Kropp for her encouragement and for helping me
shoulder the load of our various committee obligations in the final semester of writing. Likewise,
I would like to thank Karina Calderon who also took on more of her fair share of our joint
committee work near the end of this process. Karina offered encouragement as well at a key
moment in the final weeks that helped carry me to the end. Finally, a special thanks to Dr. Irma
Montelongo and DeAnna Varela for their encouragement along the way.

v

I would like to thank Kathy Williams, the administrative assistant for the Entering Student
Program. She proved to be one of many priceless listening and sympathetic ears as I wandered in
and out of the office to make copies or pick up my mail. Such moments often became sessions for
unburdening the many challenges faced in this process both personal and professional. I am
particularly grateful for her patience and empathy.
I would like to thank Dr. Brian Sneed and the staff at UTEP’s University Counseling
Center. It is said, “brains in pain cannot learn.” I have found this to be especially true in my own
life. The intersection of our intellectual pursuits and our mental health may be one of the most
crucial sites for student success. I am grateful to Brian, especially, for helping me gain a modicum
of mental and emotional stability in what has been by far the most challenging few years of my
life. His empathy and guidance during this time have enabled me to complete this project and,
more importantly, face the inevitable challenges ahead.
I would like to thank Carlos, Esteban, and the entire staff at Border Products and Productos
de le Frontera for their generosity in letting me study their company for this project. I continue to
be impressed with their drive, creativity, and commitment to one another and their work, all amidst
powerful forces well beyond their day-to-day control, and all while keeping a good sense of humor.
I certainly hope I have done them justice with this study.
My friends and colleagues in UTEP’s Rhetoric and Writing Studies program have carried
me throughout the process with equal parts harassment and humor. Dr. Nikki Agee, Moushumi
Biswas, Dr. Elsa Bonilla-Martin, Dr. Daliborka Crnkovic, Sean Garcia, Lou Herman, Betty Lang,
Paul LaPrade, Dr. Sara Bartlett Large, Gina Lawrence, Julie Rivera, Tanya Robertson, Dr. Melanie
Salome, Lizbett Tinoco, Dr. P. J. Vierra, and Dr. Zach Warzeka have all left their mark on me as
scholars and as people. I am grateful for my time with them these past few years and I look forward
to seeing where our respective careers take us.
I would like to thank Dr. Laura Gonzales for her specific encouragement and guidance in
the final stages of the process. At a crucial moment when I had begun to wonder if I should even
pursue the specific research site for this project at all, her “of course you should!” drove away all
vi

doubt and kept me moving forward. Her guidance with the job-search group in the fall of 2016 as
well as her encouragement to expand my horizon of possibility has opened doors I would not have
otherwise seen. I will be eternally grateful for her fierce commitment to encouraging me and my
colleagues at UTEP.
I would like to thank my second and third readers, Dr. Kate Mangelsdorf and Dr. Char
Ullman. I have enjoyed being their students in coursework as well as receiving their guidance and
feedback during the development of this study. Their encouragement and collegial criticism as it
was finalized have made this a far better project than I ever could have done on my own.
I would like to thank my fellow Ph.D. candidate and colleague, Consuelo Salas. Of all my
peers, she has been the most encouraging and most likely to help carry me through the difficult
parts of the process. Our shared meetings with Lucía where we listened to one another describe
our projects, our conundrums, our frustrations, our anxieties for our respective studies, as well as
our successes, made me a better scholar and made an incredibly taxing process that much easier.
I would like to thank my doctoral supervisor, Dr. Lucía Durá. Nearly every time I entered
her office, I did so believing that I would not be able to finish this unwieldy and ever expanding
project. Every time I left I felt as if I could. I am convinced this is the highest mark of a good
teacher. She has gone above and beyond in helping me succeed with this project. For her rallying
cry of “Onward!” at the end of every conversation, email, and text I will be forever grateful. I
cannot repay her except by going forth and doing likewise with my own students. I hope to live up
to her example.
I would like to thank my children, Asher and Cressida, for the joy and exuberance they
have brought to my life during this project. They are constant reminders of life beyond the
academy. At the same time, they have kindled an imaginative wonderment at the world that only
children can have. I have sought to keep that sense of inventive awe at the forefront of my own
intellectual explorations.
Finally, I would like to thank my wife, Charity to whom this project is dedicated and
without whom it would not have been possible. A journalist, editor, and published author, she has
vii

been a dedicated reader of my work. I am grateful for her willingness to assist me in the process,
often by agreeing to edit yet another parenthesis- and scare quote-filled document. (I’ll break the
habit “soon,” sweetheart, I promise.) Her patience and spirited support of our family and my work
through the many twists and turns life has thrown at us these past 15 years have made me a better
person. I very much hope to be like her when I grow up.

viii

Abstract
Activity theory (AT) and actor-network theory (ANT) as theoretical frameworks begin
their analysis of the world with the concept of “actors” engaged in activity towards some objective
and with other actors in the human and non-human world. In this project, I use AT and ANT to
analyze the mediating effect of communication technologies in intercultural rhetorical contexts, in
this case a binational small business, and address two questions: 1.) How do common
communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting applications) define and transform
intercultural rhetorical encounters? And 2.) How do individuals rhetorically engage perceived
cultural others using common communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting
applications) in intercultural rhetorical encounters? Utilizing observations, interviews, and artifact
collection at a small company with an office in El Paso, Texas; a factory in Juárez, Mexico; and
customers throughout the Midwestern United States, I argue that communication tools, like the
texting application WhatsApp, have the capacity to define and mediate intercultural rhetorical
encounters. These tools place cultural others in a virtual, temporally immediate proximity while at
the same time creating conceptual voids or “silences” into which participants are invited to
“invent” an idea of cultural others as they make rhetorical choices when using the technology. Yet
close analysis using AT and ANT of instances of technologically mediated communication
suggests that participants make rhetorical choices using these tools by focusing on the concrete
material and conceptual goals and constraints under which they are working. Using AT and ANT
to study culture also complicates our understanding of the very concept of “culture” and challenges
us to re-think how we conceive of cultural difference as shaping our technologically mediated
intercultural rhetorical encounters. The study will serve as a springboard for further comparative
analysis of technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters in technical and
professional, educational, and non-profit work. My research suggests concrete ways students and
practitioners in technical and professional communication can use AT and ANT to engage cultural
others via technology in more just, ethical, and non-stereotypical ways.
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Chapter 1
The Challenge of Culture and Technologically Mediated Intercultural Rhetorical
Encounters
Origin of research
Returning to the U.S. in 2009 from a year teaching abroad in south Asia and looking for
work amid the global economic downturn, I found myself working briefly as a temporary
employee in a call center in the Midwestern United States. The in-bound call center assisted
select companies with their healthcare benefits administration, taking calls from their employees
in the U.S. during regular business hours. The company took advantage of global
telecommunications networks and time zone differences by also employing workers in south
Asia to assist with troubleshooting on issues related to benefits. If a problem could not be solved
with a client on the phone in the span of a pre-determined timeframe, the agent would “open a
ticket” which would be made available to an agent in south Asia. The agent in south Asia
(preferably through the course of one business day, nighttime in the U.S.) would research the fix
for the issue using resources made available to them by the company in the U.S.
During my training for this process, a training manager was explaining that
communication problems often occurred within the system. Not the least of which, she declared
with some exasperation, was that “they [the south Asian employees] don’t think outside the
box!” She meant that the “off-shore” employees often responded with formulaic responses that
were not always solutions to the problems at hand. They rarely deviated from pre-determined
policies or listed instructions even when necessary for offering feasible solutions. Indeed, this
particular problem of engaging entirely by an asynchronous internally networked company
communication tool with off shore employees was one I experienced in my brief time working
there.
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This anecdote illustrates the challenge of encountering others across cultures especially
when that encounter is technologically mediated, for example via the internet or company
intranet communication system. At the time, having just returned from India where my son was
born during our time there in a western-owned hospital staffed by Indian nationals, it occurred to
me that the south Asian employees’ inability to improvise or “think outside the box” to my
supervisor’s liking may have had something to do with significant cultural differences. Health
insurance was not something most people in India had at the time and consequently it was not a
concept with broad cultural purchase compared to the U.S. where even those who do not have
health insurance are acutely aware of the role it plays and its value. This kind of general cultural
background awareness is essential to being able to improvise (i.e., “think outside the box”)
within a company that interacts daily with the material details of health insurance.
Upon further reflection, it also occurred to me the communication technology we were using
(i.e. the internet and an intra-company electronic communication tool) played a dual role in my
supervisor’s framing of her rhetorical interlocutors. The technology afforded her contact with
cultural others, a “they” she would probably never engage, rhetorically or otherwise. But it also
masked or erased those cultural differences, reducing the exchange to the concrete steps related
to the specific problem she was trying to solve, assuming the provision of a list of rules and steps
to be taken would be sufficient for someone in a different geographical location, of a different
linguistic community, or a different conception of self as a member of a group (i.e., a “cultural
other”) to utilize.
The incident with my call center supervisor also illustrates the potential role a material
“site” like the concrete use of a communication technology plays in an activity in mediating
cultural difference in a rhetorical exchange. The technology for my supervisor (and for me at the
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time) was invisible as a mediator. Yet, its role was in many ways crucial if not decisive in sorting
out the rhetorical situation in which both U.S. and offshore employees found themselves. Both
culture’s and technology’s mediating function must, in certain circumstances, be studied together
within a discrete activity. Furthermore, study of that activity must keep in mind that which the
activity is directed towards. Activity theorists call this the “object” or “objective.”
Tools/Mediating Artifacts

Object/Objective

Subject

Rules/Norms

Community

Division of Labor

Figure 1.1. Third generation AT
At the heart of the activity is an acting subject (or subjects) pursuing an object and/or
objective. The focus of activity can be a material object that is being built (e.g., a consumer
product) or it can be a conceptual objective towards which an activity is directed (e.g.,
maintaining health insurance plans for current and former employees). This activity is
accomplished using various mediating tools that can be physical tools (hammer, screwdriver) or
conceptual tools (language, genres). This activity-toward-an-object/objective and mediated by
tools, physical and conceptual, operates using formal and informal rules and norms (office
policies, international trade agreements, “that’s how we always do it,” etc.). The labor in that
activity is divided among various acting subjects in a formal or informal division of labor (e.g.,
factory worker, floor supervisor, CEO, “Arturo usually does that”). Finally, every acting subject
inhabits various communities. These may be communities of practice (e.g., factory floor
3

workers), professional societies, or socio-cultural entities (e.g., families, religious institutions).
Expectations, habits, and practices of these communities impinge on the activity, negatively and
positively. AT theorists work through the triangle noting “contradictions,” where the activity is
disrupted by some element of the “nodes” in the triangle (e.g., where subject, tool, objective
come together). Perhaps the rules or norms governing a tool’s use by a certain subject in the
division of labor is making it hard for subjects to complete their part in an activity (e.g., lacking
“administrator privileges” on a work computer when trying to download a software tool with
which to complete one’s assigned tasks). Acting subjects improve work in the activity by
identifying these contradictions and proposing ways to resolve them or formalizing the already
informal ways subjects have been coping with the contradictions.
Yet other forces, perhaps invisible to the activity when viewed with a strict focus on the
object/ive of the activity, also impinge upon the individual actions. The practice of “off-shoring”
work in the manner I experienced is the product of massive shifts in the global economy that
have occurred within the last 30-40 years with the rise of “globalization.” Porous national
boundaries (for corporations at least) have led to new possibilities for work, fraught though they
may be. The asymmetry of power between western national corporations and the individuals and
corporations throughout the Global South predominantly is not something, however, that can be
easily captured when the focus is solely on the object/ive(s) of that kind of work. Because of this
complexity, in my project I suggest that researchers and practitioners use activity theory and
actor-network theory in coordinated fashion to temporarily stabilize intercultural rhetorical
situations characterized by these kinds of complexities and heavy mediations. Activity theory is a
much simpler, conceptually stable view of a given situation. Actor-network theory, opens our
perspective to see the ways in which the world is composed of relations, especially between the
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inanimate world of material objects and people, that influence activity as well as draw our
attention to dynamics of power. Actor-network theory, particularly as it is proposed by Latour
(2005), takes a much more “symmetrical” view of the world:

Human/non-human actor
Human/non-human actor

Figure 1.2. ANT relations
My proposal in this project asks us to look at the world from both of these perspectives to
more fully capture the dynamics in any given intercultural rhetorical situation, especially those
mediated by communication technologies. Doing so, I argue, allows researchers and practitioners
to more effectively map and evaluate sites of rhetorical engagement across cultural boundaries,
especially when individuals are using mediating communication technologies. Studying such
situations with both frameworks increase a “depth of vision” that keeps the goal of any encounter
at the center of analysis (AT) while also attending to the impact technology is having by changing
the encounter via its mediating presence—treating it as an “actor” in the situation as it were (ANT).
Exigency: Proliferation of technologically mediated intercultural communication
Globalization is a complex, knotty concept to define. For my purposes “globalization” is
the increasing interdependence and integration of social, cultural, political, and economic
processes across local, national, regional, and global levels. People, artifacts, symbols,
goods, and services are exchanged more rapidly, frequently, and intensively, facilitated
by the internet, airline travel, wireless networks, and migration. (Starke-Meyerring, 2005,
470-471)
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The circumstances created by this new globalized economic/socio-cultural reality have remade
the quotidian, day-to-day work of those in professional and technical communication (Spinuzzi,
20010, 2012, 2015b).
The networks established by globalization extend far beyond the world of business and
professional work to include private social media interactions, political engagement, as well as
the creation and cross-pollination of art and culture. Given my concern in this project with
intercultural professional communication, my main point of focus is the extent to which
mediating technologies facilitate contact with cultural others in the world of work.
However, pinpointing the extent to which technologically mediated intercultural
encounters occur daily is challenging. One way to get at the potential scope of technologically
mediated intercultural encounters is to take note of the number of multinational or transnational
corporations1 there are globally. Ghemawat and Pasani (2013), relying on United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) data, note that in 1960 there were
approaching 7,000 multinational companies globally. By 2006, there were well over ten times
that. The presumption is that with the increase of companies conducting business across national
lines along with the proliferation of telecommunications networks globally, a significant portion
of the rhetorical, communicative work being done in those business and professional contexts is
happening via communication technologies (phone, internet, etc.).
Furthermore, the growth of web and smartphone-based programs and applications and
their use in business may be another indication of the scope of technologically mediated

1A multinational corporation is defined as “a business organization whose activities are located in more than two
countries and is the organizational form that defines foreign direct investment” (Smelser & Baltes, 2001). A
“Transnational corporation” is “generally regarded as an enterprise comprising entities in more than one country
which operate under a system of decision-making that permits coherent policies and a common strategy” (UNCTAD
definition, http://unctad.org/en/Pages/DIAE/Transnational-Corporations-Statistics.aspx accessed 12/15/16).
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intercultural encounters occurring throughout the world on any given day. The mobile messaging
tool WhatsApp boasts over 1 billion users in 180 countries (“About WhatsApp,” 2017). WeChat,
a messaging app especially popular in China has over 700 million users (“WeChat’s world,”
2016). Web-based meeting tool Webex claims that nearly 27 million meetings occur on its
platform monthly (“Why Webex,” 2017). Inasmuch as there is overlap between the work
conducted by multi- and transnational corporations via these tools, studying technologically
mediated intercultural encounters is crucial for understanding a substantial portion of the
rhetorical and communicative work happening in the current environment.2
Cultural issues remain a matter of concern in professional and technical communication
environments. In a recent Financial Times blog post by freelance business and management
writer Alicia Clegg (2016) addressed the “fix” for “culture clashes in global teams.” Clegg’s
concern is largely the more “culture performance” issues3 that are often the focus of much of this
literature (e.g., raising a hand for a question vs. locking eyes with speaker). Clegg recognized
that even with tools like those provided by Hofstede (2010) and others there are still a lot of
cultural “crosswinds” that make it difficult for organizations to “keep the peace.” Clegg quoted
Yolanda Lee Conyers, an American diversity officer at the computer manufacturing company

2Having said this, we are in a strange historical moment where the globalizing project seems in some peril with
events like the election of Donald Trump to the presidency in the United States. Trump was elected in late 2016 in
part on the basis of an economic platform predicated on the promise to “renegotiate” or “rip up” major trade
agreements like NAFTA or the TPP (Needham, 2016). The vote in the UK to leave the European Union (“Brexit”)
was widely read as a rejection of the economic integration developed by the EU. We are certainly in a moment
where globalization is being tested (Ghemawat, 2016). That said, it remains unclear whether the profound social and
economic integration afforded by globalization will (if it even can) be driven back by economic, or socio-cultural
isolationism. This particular Pandora’s box, having been opened, can perhaps no longer be contained. Regardless,
my project operates under the assumption that globalization and technologically mediated intercultural
communication will continue in one form or another and it behooves us to study it more in depth.
3Morrison & Conway’s (2006) Kiss, Bow, or Shake Hands: The Bestselling Guide to Doing Business in More Than
60 Countries remains the quintessential example of this sort of cultural practice “performance” literature. This focus
on “performance” in intercultural contexts is also exemplified in a recent invitation from the Society of Technical
Communication to attend a webinar on linguistic performance in intercultural contexts entitled: “Mistranslations and
Cultural Faux Pas.”
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Lenovo who insisted that when confronted with culture related challenges it is imperative that
“before judging people, let’s first be sure that we understand their intention” (2016). My project
attempts to provide a framework for helping professionals, researchers, and students to begin
understanding the possible intentions4 people may have in an intercultural encounter, based on
the nature of the encounter itself.
Telecommunications networks have radically expanded who can talk to whom often
instantaneously, potentially expanding what Pratt calls the “contact zones,” those “social spaces
where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical
relations of power” (1991, p. 34). There is a sense that communication technology’s mediating
influence in these contact zones is something to which we must attend (Cummings, 2011;
Bridget Rabotin, 2014; Manning et al., 2015; Virtual teams, 2012;). While much research—
indeed we might say all research—in cultural and intercultural studies takes the face-to-face
encounter as the normative framework for thinking about culture, we must increasingly think
about communication technology’s mediating effect on the intercultural encounter.
As I will show in Chapter 2, scholars in rhetoric and writing studies have been aware of
the problem of “culture” for some time and have wrestled with what it is and how it impacts
student and indeed all writing. Berlin (2003) summarized this challenge succinctly,
demonstrating that writers must deal ever more explicitly with “context” and the “process” in
which their writing takes place. Scholars, especially in the fields of rhetoric and technology as
well as the technical and professional communication subfields, have sought to explore first how
technology changes rhetorical engagement and only recently how culture further impacts our

4Identifying or understanding “people’s intentions” is incredibly challenging. In fact, in my project, I largely forgo
an attempt to prove or even confirm participants’ intentions apart from their own articulation of those intentions. See
footnote 25 below for an extended discussion of this point.
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rhetorical engagement. Here works like those found in Baywood Publishing’s Technical
Communication Series are exemplary (e.g., Thatcher & Evia, 2008; St. Amant & Sapienza,
2011; Thatcher & St. Amant, 2011; Williams & Pimentel, 2014).
These studies, however, often are unable to place their participants’ day-to-day actions
effectively in the larger context and process in which intercultural rhetoric and writing via
technology happens. Analysis of technology use in various cultures (e.g., Barnum, 2011; Ding,
2011) often attempts to closely articulate how technology and culture interact in the moment of
engagement. But such studies suffer from two weaknesses: 1.) a failure to place any instance of
technology use in intercultural contexts in the context of specific activities that have particular
goals and objectives and 2.) continue to rely on more quantitatively determined cultural
differences grounded in notions of a culture’s “values” (as developed by scholars like Hofstede,
2010) without clearly indicating how the objective of activities in individual concrete situations
interacts with these notions of “value.” Scholars like Thatcher (2012) exemplify this approach in
detail and their analysis and applicability fall short as a result.
As I will show in Chapter 2, articles and book chapters are beginning to address the
problem of concrete local use of technology in specific contexts while attempting to avoid the
pitfalls of the stereotyping tendencies of the more quantitative approach to defining culture.
While some scholars have, as I intend to here, used AT and ANT to study writing and writing in
technologically mediated environments (Spinuzzi, 2008), very few have used AT to address the
intercultural context, with Sun (2012) as well as McNair and Paretti (2010) being the key
examples in this regard.
Given this new reality, studies must continue to explore and account for the impact of the
rapid expansion of communication technology as mediator in often quotidian, day-to-day
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intercultural encounters. With the introduction of ubiquitous mediating communication
technologies into the warp and woof of daily interaction, we have a fresh opportunity to not only
think again about technology’s impact on intercultural rhetorical encounters, but simultaneously
on the very nature of intercultural encounters themselves. If we are to avoid the challenges that
have plagued previous studies of this kind of rhetorical work, our research must first attend to the
entirety of the activity in which the intercultural encounter occurs without losing sight of the
goals and objectives of that activity. Second, research in this field must explore new ways to talk
about “culture” that take in to account how the concept actually works in day-to-day interactions.
As I will discuss in Chapter 3, my study takes certain ready-to-hand assumptions about where
cultural difference might originate (e.g., national origin, primary languages, geographic
migration, etc.) as a starting point for attempting to articulate potential sites of unique
particularity rather than pre-fabricated “universals”. However, these assumptions are utilized
provisionally, with an understanding of the way they serve to establish a “virtual reality” notion
of culture. With this starting point, activity theory and actor-network theory then offer
frameworks for thinking about the activity precisely with a view towards its goals and objectives
as well as organizing the way we might be able to identify the “cultural” both as a concept
people use and an object of analytical or theoretical reflection.
Summary of dissertation
In this project, I suggest a unique way to study intercultural professional communication
occurring via ever proliferating communication technologies. activity theory (AT) and actornetwork theory (ANT) have increasingly been used to analyze and frame the study of writing,
particularly in technical and professional communication (Bazerman and Russell, 2003; McNely
et al., 2012; Spinuzzi, 2003, 2008, 2013, 2015a; Swarts, 2013). While rhetoric and composition
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studies generally—and technical and professional communication in particular—have always
been concerned with culture and its impact on the rhetorical situation (Berlin, 2003), very few
studies have sought to utilize these particular theoretical frames on specific instances of
technologically mediated intercultural rhetoric (McNair & Paretti, 2010; Sun, 2012). As
rhetorical situations in technical and professional communication continue to be impacted by
globalization and the proliferation of communication technologies, more precise study of work
practices in these contexts is needed. These circumstances give rise to this project’s central
research questions and subquestions:
1. How do common communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting
applications) define and transform intercultural rhetorical encounters?
a. Do communication technologies activate/exacerbate individuals’ stereotyping of
cultural others by masking or erasing cultural differences that would shape rhetorical
choices in an instance of technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical
engagement?
b. Does this stereotyping interrupt/contradict objective-oriented activity in an instance
of technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical engagement?
c. Does the mediation of objective-oriented activity by a communication technology
clarify the conceptual nature of “culture” in an “intercultural” rhetorical encounter?
2. How do individuals rhetorically engage perceived cultural others using common
communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting applications) in intercultural
rhetorical encounters?
a. Do individuals overcome contradictions by focusing on object/objective in making
their technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical choices amidst the activity?
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Using AT as the primary means to stabilize “for now” complex, intercultural rhetorical
encounters in a professional context and coordinating my analysis of the moment of encounters
with questions raised by ANT, I show the ways in which communication technologies (email,
phone, IM chat, texting applications) define and transform intercultural rhetorical encounters.
Conversely, I illustrate how individuals rhetorically engage perceived cultural others using those
same communication technologies in these encounters.
My research method for the project was an “embedded (multiple units of analysis)” case
study approach (Yin, 2009, pp. 46-47).5 Utilizing observations, interviews, and artifact collection
conducted at a small company with an administrative office in El Paso, Texas in the United
States, a factory just across the border in Juárez, Mexico, and customers in the Midwest United
States, I demonstrate how communication technologies increasingly define and mediate
intercultural rhetorical encounters. From my analysis, I demonstrate that telecommunication
tools, especially software applications like WhatsApp, intermediate6 activity related
communication by placing cultural others in temporally immediate proximity enabling, in
principle, speedy resolution of objective related questions, problems, and concerns. At the same
time, however, these technologies mediate this communication by creating conceptual voids or
“silences” into which participants are invited to render or “invent” cultural others as they make
rhetorical choices when communicating via technology. And yet, close analysis of instances of
technologically mediated communication suggests that participants revert predominantly to
reflecting on the material conditions of the object or objective-oriented activity (e.g., the
shipment is late due to complexities with the manufacturing process) as opposed to explicit

5These “units” discussed in Chapter 3 are Activity theory categories (subject, tool, rules/norms, etc.),
technologically mediated rhetorical encounters, and cultural differences.
6I will be using “mediate” in two senses: one drawn from AT, the other from ANT. By “intermediate” I follow
Latour’s definition of the concept. See discussion in Chapter 3.

12

cultural stereotypes (e.g., “Latin culture” treats time and deadlines as non-binding) as a means of
explaining the situation to themselves when making rhetorical choices amidst technologically
mediated communication.
In this chapter, I have introduced the project, providing the origins of my cognitive
dissonance leading to this research, the exigency created by globalization more generally to
study technologically mediated intercultural encounters, and a summary of the research
questions/research site/and conclusions of the study.
In Chapter 2, I trace how “culture” in rhetoric and writing studies has been discussed and
studied. I also trace how culture and studies of intercultural rhetoric have been treated in
technical and professional communication. I argue that rhetoric and writing studies tend to
borrow from culture and intercultural studies which themselves struggle with the perennial
problem of how the Universal and the Particular relate in any given intercultural encounter, often
oversimplifying things and thus encouraging essentializing cultural others, erasing individuality,
and the exigencies created by the particulars of the activity in which the encounter takes place.
This tends to mute the usefulness of any advice or protocol given for engaging cultural others
and grounded in what amounts to little more than sophisticated stereotypes. I show how AT and
ANT have been used to frame, research, and teach especially in technical and professional
communication as a field, but note that these concepts—AT, ANT, and technologically mediated
intercultural rhetoric—have never been brought together in study.
In Chapter 3, I provide an overview of AT and ANT, highlighting the ways they are
particularly useful (and limited) as the theoretical frame(s) for studying technologically mediated
intercultural encounters. I propose that AT serves as the primary theoretical frame for studying
such encounters and that ANT can be used in a coordinated way as a critical tool with which to
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challenge and test the ways human and non-human actors are mediating or intermediating
encounters. I then provide an overview of my research site, the method by which I approached
collecting and organizing the data, and my position as a researcher in this study.
In Chapter 4, using AT categories I map the first unit of analysis in my case study: the
activity that defines the daily work of the company and its employees at my research site. I take
special note of the ways communication technologies are used (or not) to achieve objectives or
bring about the object of the activities in which participants are engaged. The overall picture and
examples are drawn from interviews with participants, my observations of the activity within the
company, and collected artifacts. I conclude by articulating how AT and ANT help us map and
stabilize the complex work being conducted at a transnational company with manufacturing
conducted in Mexico and sales in the U.S., with delivery to customers throughout the U.S. and
the world.
In Chapter 5, I explore the second unit of analysis (i.e., technologically mediated
rhetorical encounters) by highlighting key examples of rhetorical encounters that illustrate the
ways technology may define and transform rhetorical encounters in the work generally. I provide
an in-depth analysis of how the various communication technologies define and mediate the
rhetorical situation at the site. Using the AT and ANT frameworks, I then illustrate how
telecommunication tools, especially software applications like email and WhatsApp,
intermediate activity-related communication by placing individuals in temporally immediate
proximity, enabling, in principle, speedy resolution of objective related questions, problems, and
concerns. However, these technologies also mediate this communication by creating conceptual
voids or “silences” into which participants are invited to render or “invent” others’ intentions as
they make rhetorical choices when communicating via technology generally.
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In Chapter 6, I refine the focus further to the final unit of analysis: technologically
mediated intercultural encounters at the case study site. Building on the map of activity
established in Chapter 4 and the analysis of the communication technologies’ mediating function
in that activity generally in Chapter 5, I illustrate (using both AT and ANT frameworks) how the
technology once again places participants communicating across sites of likely “cultural”
difference (nationality, language, migration history, and self-identified culture) in a potentially
immediate temporal proximity yet at the same time creates “silences” or voids where participants
might then “invent” cultural others specifically as cultural others in the encounter. At the same
time, the limited instances in which the concept of “culture” as such appears in specifically
technologically mediated rhetorical encounters reveals that, for the most part, individuals revert
to the material conditions and specific objectives of the activity to make communicative and
rhetorical decisions in the moment as well as to describe the situation to themselves.
In Chapter 7, I propose ways in which this study may be extended to examine these dynamics
more deeply and broadly. I suggest the framework for a multiple-site case study project that
expands on the current project to study a second multi-national business, a non-profit conducting
work in an intercultural context, and a global education context. Comparing these three sites will
allow me to expand the potential of the analysis, testing the degree to which AT and ANT
illuminate our understanding of these complex rhetorical situations and how they can serve as
tools participants use to actively engage such situations. I also recommend ways the findings of
the case study have practical implications for those writing in intercultural professional contexts,
especially those who are heavily mediated by technology. Finally, I suggest ways teachers and
students can use AT and ANT to conceptually stabilize “for now” intercultural rhetorical
situations (especially via technology) to make more appropriate and effective rhetorical choices.
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Chapter 2
A Growing Challenge: Culture and Technology in Rhetoric and Writing Studies
Introduction
Attempting to grasp and study rhetoric/composition and culture and technological
mediation and technical and professional communication all at once is something of a Quixotic
and perhaps Sisyphean affair. Each of these areas is themselves essentially a discipline unto
itself. The current project attempts to think all three areas at once. What follows in Chapter 2 is
an attempt to illuminate the specific point(s) of intervention of the current study by situating it
within the relevant literature in all three areas: culture in writing studies, technological mediation
in writing studies, and the technological mediation of culture in writing studies. This chapter
summarizes the work that has been done in rhetorical and writing studies regarding both culture
and the mediation of communication technologies as well as where those two areas of concern
overlap. Given the scope of interest it is at once long for a summary of the literature and
necessarily thin, looking only at some of the clearer examples of how culture and technology
have been studied and theorized in the field. Given his significance for the field, I explore in
depth Berlin’s discussion of the role of culture in Rhetorics, poetics, and cultures: Refiguring college
English studies (2003). Given his extensive study specifically of rhetoric, culture, and

communication technologies, Thatcher’s textbook Intercultural Rhetoric and Professional
Communication: Technological Advances and Organizational Behavior (2012) is also given
special focus. And finally, given her use of AT rhetorical approach in exploring intercultural
encounters (albeit in the context of user design), I discuss Sun’s Cross-cultural technology
design: Creating culture-sensitive technology for local users (2012) at some length as well.
While summarizing other literature throughout, I discuss at length several recent articles and
special collection book chapters that illustrate the increased interest in these overlapping domains
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of culture, rhetoric/writing, and communication technology. This chapter illustrates that our field
has been interested in these areas for some time, but rarely are they brought together in a single
study and even more rarely with close attention to the actual everyday practice of groups and
individuals in intercultural contexts. It is this gap into which my study speaks.
Culture in rhetorical studies
Rhetoric has consistently recognized that the “situation’s” or “context’s” role in rhetorical
discourse has developed and changed to be conceived as a highly “networked” relationship.
Bitzer (1968) proposed that the “situation”—constituted by “exigence,” “audience,” and the
“constraints which influence the rhetor and can be brought to bear upon the audience” (p. 6)—
“calls the discourse into existence” (p. 2). Vatz (1968) and Consigny (1974) would later
complicate but ultimately accept the general notion that the “context” of rhetoric is determinative
for rhetorical choices with later attempts refining the concept of the “rhetorical to include a focus
on the role of genre (Jamieson, 1973) and the audience (Ong, 1975; Ede & Lunsford, 1984).
Porter (1986) then called attention to the fact that coherence and meaning in writing and speech
is contingent on “intertexutality,” that “principle that all writing and speech—indeed, all signs—
arise from a single network” (p. 34). This assists rhetoric by turning “our attention away from the
writer as individual and focus[es] more on the sources and social contexts from which the
writer’s discourse arises” (pp. 34-35). Nicotra (2009) called theorists in composition and writing
studies to recognize that the “linear” conception of writing (if it ever was accurate) is thoroughly
deconstructed by composition processes that are now required to cope with an explosion in
available information which highlights the heavily iterative, recursive, and “networked” nature
of composition.
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Missing in the study of the rhetorical situation is any discussion of what role “culture” might
play in establishing or conceiving of the “situation” especially in this new, highly networked
environment. There is little sense of what a rhetor might do in (or how they might even identify
as such) a rhetorical situation involving cultural others as audience members, or different cultural
generic norms, or a different cultural historical background. Bitzer, establishing the theoretical
priority of the “situation” for rhetorical practice, called upon Malinowksi’s work with the
fishermen of the Trobriand Islands to establish the link between utterance and situation in a
“primitive” linguistic context. This common approach in cultural studies for establishing the
“naturalness” of any given concept, is reductive and condescending. Furthermore it does not help
engage rhetorically in intercultural encounters as it places all cultures on a linear continuum
between simple (“primitive”) and complex (“civilized”).
All the participants in this discussion seeking to establish the situation as integral to
rhetorical discourse, essentially called upon the same cultural background, invoking Aristotle’s
apology, the death of John F. Kennedy, Lincoln’s Gettysburg address, the Vietnam war (as
experienced by the U.S.), etc. With the exception of Bitzer’s reference to Malinowski’s reports
of “primitive” rhetorical situations as a counterpoint, all the theorists called upon western
historical or cultural references. Even Porter and Nicotra, while conceiving of the rhetorical
situation in its most complex forms, provided relatively abstract conceptualizations that fail to
account for cultural difference as part of that complexity. Porter declared the network “single”
and it is not clear how that singularity is conceived and how it would avoid a homogenizing
tendency when studying culturally polyvalent situations. The rhetorical situation in these
conceptions is thoroughly western and never clearly an intercultural rhetorical situation.
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When rhetoric has been concerned with culture, it has been intimately bound up with the
discipline’s concern for its location in the academy, its perpetual grappling with the relationship
to the literature branch of the English department, and its relationship with the fraught history of
the first-year composition course. Berlin’s Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures: Refiguring College
English Studies (2003) articulated these concerns as they developed at the end of the last century.
According to Berlin, rhetoricians have understood that rather than simply serving as a site
of the cultivation of “taste,” culture interpellates people who “create the conditions of their
experience as much as they are created by them” (p. xix). Rhetoric concerns itself with this
interpellation precisely because, according to Berlin, language “mediates” culture and cultural
development to and by subjects. “Postmodernism” has, according to Berlin, foregrounded
“difference” as well as created circumstances where subjects are fragmented into a variety of
identities which complicate our “life together” (broadly conceived as a democracy). Here a
variety of “cultural codes” impede our interactions socially and politically. Whether they are
“composing or interpreting a text” according to Berlin, “a person engages in the analysis of the
cultural codes operating in defining his or her subject position, the positions of the audience, and
the constructions of the matter to be considered” (p. 90). Foregrounded are the “shifting
structures of differences—of gender, race, class, age, sexual orientation, ethnicity” (pp. 90-91).
To develop a research and pedagogical program that copes with this new reality, Berlin
called upon Richard Johnson in his “What Is Cultural Studies Anyway?” (1986-1987). Berlin
concurred with Johnson’s complaint that many studies address composition apart from the larger
context or “process” in which texts are produced. Yet, even “production-based” studies failed to
address the “negotiation and resistance involved at the point of consumption” of these
productions (Berlin 2003, p. 181). The study of “lived cultures” was, for Johnson, seeking to
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“grasp the more concrete and more private moments of cultural circulation” (Johnson 19861987, p.69, quoted in Berlin 2003, p. 182, emphasis original).
Theorists in rhetoric and composition/writing studies have sought to grapple with culture
most commonly with reference to discourse’s mediation of those areas of comparative
“difference” Berlin identified as the “shifting structures of differences—of gender, race, class,
age, sexual orientation, ethnicity” (2003, pp. 90-91). There is also a concern to map the ways in
which the larger ideological and socio-economic “environments” (Berlin) have shaped particular
(primarily minority and marginalized) subjects’ language use precisely to control their own
subjectivity.
This attempt to cope with culture is conducted in more general attempts to negotiate
rhetorical engagement in sites of cultural difference (Hogan, 2008, see especially contributors in
“Part I: Race, Gender, and Community;” Ratcliffe, 2005). At the disciplinary level, scholars have
resisted the totalizing force of the (white, western) “canon” on the field (Royster, 2003, Lipson &
Binkley, 2004), the hegemonic forces marginalizing the linguistic minority (Villanueva, 1993),
or by seeking to recover the voice of a marginalized group (e.g., women) in rhetoric (Ritchie &
Ronald, 2001). In Olson &Worsham’s (1998) volume Race, Rhetoric, and the Postcolonial,
rhetoricians (including Andrea Lunsford) interviewed critical theorists of culture, race, and
gender like Bhaba, Hall, and Anzaldúa and explored the ways in which rhetoric and
writing/composition help subjects establish, resist, and thrive in a changing globalized world.
Negotiating cultural difference has been a persistent concern for the field.
“Contact” and “conflict” also figured prominently in these studies of culture’s impact on
rhetoric and writing. Pratt’s (1991) concept of the “contact zone,” that site where “social spaces
where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical

20

relations of power” is often called upon in rhetoric and writing studies to frame the cultural
encounter. Yet much of the research on culture in the field deals with this question of the
interpellation of subjectivity and subject’s ability to be shaped by the larger forces of economics,
identity, etc. or resist that shaping. Attempts to study and theorize the precise moment of
rhetorical (written or oral) intercultural “contact” especially when this moment is technologically
mediated have been rare until recently. Also uncommon are studies in which the moment of
technologically mediated contact is placed in relation to the larger “process” of an event or
activity (Berlin’s concern).
Contrastive rhetoric
“Contrastive rhetoric” deserves brief mention here if for no other reason than it is the area
in rhetoric and writing studies in which the term “intercultural rhetoric” is used explicitly. While
I will use this phrase in substantively different ways in my project, a brief discussion of this
approach is warranted. Emerging from ESL classroom writing studies “contrastive rhetoric,” first
suggested by Kaplan (1966) and later refined (Kaplan, 1988; 2000; 2005), sought to account for
students’ differing cultural rhetorical and composition practices precisely in their encounter with
English as second language learners. According to Connor (2008) the approach was “inspired”
by four prior concepts and approaches. First it focused on “contrastive analysis,” then “structural
analysis,” and the comparison of L1 and L2 grammar’s seeking to identify differences because
“difference equals difficulty” for second language learners (Connor, 2008, p. 301). Second, it
was inspired by the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, the notion that language and environment are
inextricably linked, language determining “worldview” and that each culture’s worldview was
distinct. Third, because Kaplan’s original training was in rhetoric, Aristotle’s five canons,
especially arrangement/organization, proved influential (Connor, 2008, p. 302). The fourth and
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final area of inspiration was the pedagogical context of TESOL. Working in the ESL field, which
at the time focused more on orality, Kaplan sought to emphasize writing to help international
students cope with the writing requirements of U.S. universities.
While heavily critiqued for essentializing tendencies both in terms of language and
cultural practice, study of contrastive rhetoric has persisted, seeking to recast itself in terms of
“intercultural rhetoric” (Connor et al., 2008). Li (2008) noted that there “still needs to be
supplied [a] methodological link between text and context in intercultural rhetoric when the
focus of our study is the native habitat from which the texts have already been removed” (p. 18).
Matsuda in dialogue with Atkinson (Matsuda & Atkinson, 2008) was cautious about
attempts to shift contrastive rhetoric to something called “intercultural rhetoric.” He asserted that
indeterminancy emerges regardless of terminology:
The “inter” part of intercutural implies that this focus is either the interaction of two
different rhetorical traditions—whatever you mean by rhetoric—or something like an
interlanguage, which is not what traditional [contrastive rhetoric] studies have looked at.
(Matsuda & Atkinson, 2008, p. 283)
Matsuda noted that the concept of “cultural” is fraught as well. It is “problematic because it
implies…that culture is the key construct in looking at differences in rhetorical practices. And
that is misguided because…the notion of culture itself remains contested and needs to be
clarified” (Matsuda & Atkinson, 2008, p. 284). Connor (2008) asserted that “to stay alive” the
field must “move far beyond such binary distinctions as linear versus nonlinear discourse,
Japanese prose versus Finnish prose, inductive versus deductive logic, and collectivist versus
individualists norms” (p. 304). Rather it must “describe the vast complexities of cultural, social,
and educational factors affecting a writing situation” (p. 304).
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Contrastive rhetoric as a field is moving towards “intercultural” rhetoric that emphasizes
the need to move beyond comparative frames to “interactional” analysis. But it is still largely the
purview of composition classrooms and L2 learning environments. While technologically
mediated composition or rhetoric may provide the material via which cross-cultural rhetoric is
engaged for learners and while it may be emerging as a field of research (as opposed to simply a
concern of pedagogy), little is done in contrastive/intercultural rhetoric as it pertains to instances
of rhetoric in the technologically mediated intercultural encounter.
Culture in technical/professional communication
A focus on intercultural discursive encounters has persisted (and consequently driven
much of the research on the subject) in business, professional, and technical communication
fields. Exemplary of this trend is Baywood Publishing’s Technical Communication Series, which
has consistently been concerned with cultural and intercultural related issues (Lovitt &
Goswami, 1999; Thatcher & Evia, 2008; St. Amant & Sapienza, 2011; Thatcher & St. Amant,
2011; Williams & Pimentel, 2014). The series illustrated the themes that have emerged in the
field over the past two decades as well as the kinds of approaches scholars concerned with
intercultural communication/rhetoric have taken in order to study the problem.
At an early stage scholars recognized that a more rhetorical approach to the question of
intercultural professional communication is required, an awareness of the limitations of previous
cultural conceptions in dealing with the increasing complex international situation, as well as a
call to account more fully for that increasing complexity (Lovitt, 1999). Perkins (1999)
recognized that the increased internationalization of business calls for a rethinking of the
conceptual metaphors that we use to define our intercultural encounters namely those of
“borders” and even the concept of the “nation” (as in “the German market” for a product) (pp.
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20-25). These metaphors, she argued, only reduce complexities, pushing communicators to oversimplified, stereotyped conceptions of others that do not serve rhetorical engagement. Evia
(2008b) introduced a volume on outsourcing’s impact on technical communication by asserting it
is vulnerable to cultural differences because those non-native English speakers might be
able to write an effective set of instructions for household appliances, but they might not
understand the context in which the tool will be used. Being in another country and
trained in English exclusively for business or professional situations, these writers can be
in acontextual or bicontextual situations in which their native values and beliefs are not
represented in the documents they produce for a living. (Evia, 2008b, p. 3)
Here, Evia’s insight that users “might not understand the context in which the tool will be used”
is an important one. In the language of AT (discussed in depth in Chapter 3), a contradiction
appears in the “rules/norms” of an activity’s larger contextual use of a tool in the “community”
and (I would add, crucially) in relation to various goals and objectives people in different
cultures may have. This comports with the problem in my opening anecdote where off-shore
workers may not have a contextual understanding of the social “tool” that is health insurance
which makes improvising about rules and norms related to the concept in an activity very
difficult.
Furthermore, Evia’s point that “cultural differences” may not relate “exclusively to
nationality or language: they can also be present in organizational climate or managerial
practices” (2008a, p. 3) is also important. This is why we need a more complex understanding of
culture one that can account for these nuances quickly and efficiently. I will propose in Chapter 3
that AT, especially, organizes analysis around activity towards an object/objective and can
evaluate differences testing where contradictions might persist and tracing those back to
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organizational, managerial, linguistic, or some other as yet determined notion of “cultural”
practices.
This question of how to cope with cultural differences, particularly in an “interactional”
way, emphasizing the “inter” in “intercultural communication” is a significant part of the series
(Bolten, 1999). Contributors offered a variety of concepts and strategies for interaction in
intercultural contexts. Some frequently called upon “translation” as a metaphor for
communicating interculturally (Steier, 1999; Weiss, 1999; Melton, 2008). Others suggested
communicative empathy be cultivated as a strategy for fostering effective intercultural
communication (Steier, 1999; Brownell, 1999). One noted that visual elements’ rhetorical
capacity is also significant for technical/professional communication in the intercultural context
(Bosley, 1999).
Other issues the series addressed are technical and professional communication in
specific contexts: India (Natarajan & Pandit, 2008; Evia, 2008a; Pandit, 2011; Padmanabhan,
2011), Africa (Bokor, 2008), Germany (Drewer & Kaempf, 2008), the U.S.-Mexico border
(Thatcher & Garza-Almanza, 2008), and France (Dressen-Hammouda, 2011). Several in the
series focused on themes specific to particular kinds of technical/professional communication
work in intercultural contexts: information development (Hackos & Hackos, Jr., 2008) and
technical editing (Lanier, 2008). Contributors recognized a variety of legal, ethical, and political
issues that impact technical/professional communication in an intercultural context (Andrews,
1999; St. Amant, 2008; Gibson, 2008; Diaz, 2008; Rife, 2011). Contributors addressed ways to
contextualize, localize, or internationalize technical/professional communication content in
international contexts (St. Amant, 2011; Hunsinger, 2011; Lanier, 2011; McCool, 2011).
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A major concern of the series is teaching technical and professional communicators with
the new intercultural rhetorical situation in mind. Consistently contributors recognized that bias
impinges on courses designed to teach intercultural communication (Verluyten, 1999), that
culture ought to be taken into account in curriculum design for technical and professional
communicators (Smith & Mikelonis, 2011; Thrush & Thevenot, 2011), and that culture shapes
teaching specific generic conventions (Tebeaux & Driskill, 1999). Contributors provided case
studies of teaching technical/professional communication in specific cultural contexts (DressenHammouda, 2011; Pandit, 2011; Guren, 2011; Draper, 2011).
It is especially important to note that a recurring issue in the series is the mediation of
communication technologies in general intercultural rhetorical/communicative encounters
(Andrews, 1999; Bernhardt, 1999; Ding, 2011; Barnum, 2011; Davis, Chen, Peng, &
Blewchamp, 2011) as well as specifically online learning environments (Bennett, Eglash, &
Krishnamoorthy, 2011; Strother, 2011; Klein & Lalla, 2011). We will return to some of these
studies below, but having noted studies that reflect rhetoric’s concern with technical mediation
and culture, it is important first to now turn and recognize the discipline’s concern with
technological mediation in general.
Technological mediation in rhetoric and writing studies
Rhetoric, while catching up with the communication field whose journals—like the
Journal of Computer Mediated Communication—have been wrestling with the question from a
communication studies perspective for some time, has been behind in analyzing this dynamic
(Warnick, 2002). Selfe and others, most notably Hawisher, have researched the impact of
technology on composition for the better part of two and a half decades. The predominant
concern here has been the impact of technology on composition pedagogy and literacy (Cooper
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& Selfe, 1990; Hawisher & Selfe, 1989; Hawisher & Selfe, 1991; Hawisher & Selfe, 1999;
Hawisher & Selfe, 2000; Holdstein & Selfe, 1990; Petersen, Selfe, & Wahlstrom, 1984; Selfe &
Hilligoss, 1994; Selfe & Wahlstrom, 1988; Selfe, 1986; Selfe, 1999; Selfe, 2004; Selfe, 2007;
Selfe, 2009; Selfe & Selfe, 1994).
Selfe and others have also been concerned with maintaining a “critical literacy” stance
towards technology’s role in composition (Selfe, 1999) and further afield in the internet itself
(Hawisher and Selfe, 2000). Selfe and Selfe (1994), borrowing Pratt’s concept of the “contact
zone” began to study “computer interfaces as linguistic contact zones” (p. 482). They recognize
“that computers, like other complex technologies, are articulated in many ways with a range of
existing cultural forces and with a variety of projects in our educational system, projects that run
the gamut from liberatory to oppressive” (p. 482). As a site of intercultural expression, Sugimoto
and Levin (2000), studying literacy practices of Japanese and American internet users, sought “to
demonstrate that there are some essential phenomena characteristic to different cultures in
literacy and communication technologies” (p. 134). Furthermore, Worsham and Olson’s (2008)
recent volume had contributors wrestling with rhetoric and writing in the digital age as well as
the impact of the “network” on culture. Bay (2008) attempted to think through how the very
specific material conditions of interacting “bodily” with a computer function as “rhetorical
components” (2008, p. 26). Bay argued for an “embodied rhetoric” that accounts for the
computer screen as a crucial material element of our networked reality. Any study of
technologically intercultural rhetorical encounters must account for the microphysics of subjects’
encounter with the communication technologies that mediate the encounter. My project in no
small part is about carefully attending to this “microphysics” of day-to-day communication
technology.
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Culture and technological mediation in rhetorical studies
Much of rhetoric’s concern with technology’s mediating impact on composition/writing
studies has centered on the composition classroom and spilled over into the wider world of the
internet. Yet at the turn of the century, concern developed for technologically mediated
intercultural discourse in technical and professional communication fields as revealed by book
series dedicated to the topic and individual studies beginning to look closely at how culture,
technology, and communication interacted.
For example, Andrews (1999) argued technical/professional communicators must
develop skills required to “accommodate technology” in cross-cultural/international
communication environment. Andrews saw the potential for “teamwork across borders” to be
disrupted by ethnocentrism, differing “patterns of relationships…from culture to culture,” as well
as differing patterns of conflict and confrontation management (pp. 52-53). In another early
example, Bernhardt (1999) used a major pharmaceutical company and its international
“affiliates” throughout the world to explore the ways technologies such as videoconferencing,
“whiteboard software,” “document projection systems,” “conferencing software,” “shared
drives,” and “revision software” serve as “enabling technologies” for the work in this
intercultural context.
More recently, St. Amant and Sapienza’s volume Culture, Communication, and
Cyberspace: Rethinking Technical Communication for International Online Environments
(2011) served as an example of those in the technical communication field addressing
themselves precisely to the technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical context. Several
contributors focus precisely on how cultural impacts communication specifically in online
contexts. Davis et al. (2011) took a “corpus-based” approach to tease out cultural differences in
the practice of technologically mediated self-introductions. Bennett et al. (2011) studied an
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international collaboration between U.S. educators and laypeople in Kenya to design “new
HIV/AIDS awareness prevention messages” using a collaborative “E-tool,” named Learnlinc.
Strother (2011) looked at the impact of national, professional, and pedagogical culture on a webbased aviation English course. Klein and Lalla (2011) used themes developed by Hall and
Hofstede as “lenses” to explore how culture might impact interactions on a learning management
system (LMS), increasingly the interface that mediates online students’ encounters with their
instructors and fellow students. Of special interest for my purposes are the contributions in the
volume by Ding (2011) and Barnum (2011).
Ding (2011) looked specifically at how “traditional Chinese agrarian culture” may
“influence modern Chinese Cyberspace Communication.” Here, according to Ding, a traditional
concern to “name” things, a feature of Confucian thought impacts how Chinese professional
communicators, specifically web designers, reduce ambiguity in their “communication
processes.” Comparing Chinese and U.S. websites, Ding argued that a precision in naming on the
Chinese site functions rhetorically to establish social stability, a purported Chinese value or
concern while a U.S. counterpart site is more “task oriented” (pp. 117-122). These comparative
observations then were used to provide suggestions for how web designers might make rhetorical
choices when designing in intercultural contexts. Here is a clear example of a study attempting to
connect cultural value dynamics to the specific affordances of communication technologies.
Barnum (2011), analyzing differences in “Asian” (predominantly Chinese) and U.S.
communication, focused on differences in email practices. She relied significantly on Hall and
Hofstede’s conceptions of culture dynamics as the groundwork for her comparison. Barnum
noted the salient features of email communication that might impact intercultural exchanges via
this medium. She noted that email is asynchronous, that it is written (often in an informal,
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conversational way), that it can have “multiple recipients in a single action,” and that it has a
“parallel structure memory—messages to be stored, retrieved, and forwarded, which allows for
social memory and establishes accountability” (p. 139).
After introducing Hall’s concept of “high-low context” in communication and Hofstede’s
dynamics of culture in a basic way, Barnum gave examples of four emails received from around
the world, two from China, one from India, and one from Singapore. Barnum included the text of
the emails and discussed the dynamics Hofstede assigned to each culture and the extent to which
these dynamics are revealed in the structure of the email. Barnum noted that in one example it is
possible “to determine the cultural characteristics beyond what is suggested by her name” and
proceeded to assert that “we can nonetheless determine the cultural characteristics of her
residence in Singapore” (p. 147). As with Ding’s (2011) study, Barnum attempts to pinpoint
cultural value dynamics in the specific technologically mediated rhetorical practices.
While these studies demonstrated a growing interest in the precise way technology and
culture interact in the rhetorical or communicative encounter, they continue to suffer from a lack
of specificity both in terms of how they conceive of culture and how we can account with any
precision the nature of technology’s mediation. Even when recognizing the dangers of
oversimplification, essentialism, or ethnocentrism in studying culture, researchers struggle to say
specifically how one knows culture is operating in a technologically mediated encounter. They
continue to consistently rely on the work of Hofstede and Hall (e.g., Barnum, 2011) and others
like them which provide only general cultural “dynamics” and are difficult to pinpoint in any
specific communicative situation. This tendency is most clearly illustrated by Thatcher (2012) in
his recent textbook that addressed these issues. His theoretical interventions, specifically his reprioritization of the “universal” rather than the “particular” in cultural analysis, his subsequent
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criticism of Anzaldúa in her work in The Borderlands on the basis of this re-prioritization, as
well as his discussion regarding the role of communication technologies in mediating
intercultural contact, all deserve specific and extensive focus.
In Intercultural rhetoric and professional communication: Technological advances and
organizational behavior (2012), Thatcher wrestled at length with the precise question of how to
relate the Universal to the Particular when considering culture difference when analyzing the
intercultural rhetorical encounter—particularly when mediated by technology. While recognizing
the complexity of local contexts, Thatcher pushed back on what he perceives to be the
poststructuralist and postmodern insistence that “universals” as such are always and everywhere
fundamentally stereotyping.
Rather, he approached defining cultural difference from the perspective of the “bell
curve,” stating that cultural differences are the result of the clear majority of individuals in a
“culture” engaging in certain value-based practices (here Thatcher cites Hofstede, 2010 as well
as Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars, 2000 as exemplars). Thatcher also asserted that
underlying, “implicit” cultural “layers” can be inferred from the practices of identified cultural
groups at the levels of “Rhetorical Patterns,” “Ideology,” “Epistemology,” and “Subjectivity” (or
sense of self).
Thatcher was also concerned to account for the individual in social context when
considering intercultural rhetorical practices. Drawing on the work of Bakhtin, Bourdieu, and
Foucault, Thatcher acknowledged the movement to see individual subjects as deeply fragmented
and incoherent. Thatcher, however, insisted on maintaining shared “subject formation” as the
result of a certain people sharing “history, discourse patterns, and social formations” (p. 6). Here
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he relies on the work of those like Diamond (2005) and Pinker (2003) to insist that contexts
produce stable cultural identities.
Thatcher deployed “etics” and “emics” as the basis for analyzing cultures and cultural
difference in intercultural rhetorical encounters. He insisted on the possibility for an etic
perspective, universals that operate across cultures and enable comparison and ethical evaluation
and, it appears, the possibility of human agency when engaging both their own and others’
cultures. According to Thatcher, only after establishing the etic perspective, then, can the emic or
local variation of cultures be identified and evaluated. Thatcher thus reversed what he perceived
to be the strict focus in most approaches to intercultural rhetorical studies on the local when
engaging cultures. He believed this approach was not suited to “global inquires” (p. 17).
Thatcher’s “bell curve” approach to determining cultural differences builds on
“quantitative literacy” to identify the most common set of cultural rhetorical practices. This kind
of quantitative work for Thatcher resulted in the identification of valid “cultural generalizations”
rather than simply “stereotyping” (2012, p. 27). Thatcher argued, following Pinker (2003), that to
call every generalization a “stereotype” is to eliminate the possibility of valid cultural analysis.
Thatcher insisted rather: “Just because there is an exception to all the generalizations does not
mean that the generalization does not hold. In fact, as many researchers have argued [7], the
exception proves the generalization” (pp. 27-28).
Thatcher, in addition to the “probabilistic” or “bell curve” quantitative approach to
identify unique cultural practices/values, also theorized the “border” as a metaphor for thinking
about how cultural differences are mediated. Thatcher, using the “borders” he believed mark
differences between humans, took Anzaldúa to task in her work The Borderlands for her

7Thatcher does not here provide examples of researchers that argue this.
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purported failure to think properly across these borders. The crucial problem as he saw it was
that Anzaldúa’s analysis of a “borderland” only focused on the “Mexican-American” experience
and failed to account for the “Mexican roots” or the “Anglo-American legal, economic, or
cultural values on her definition” (p. 66). He argued Anzaldúa praised “the great fluidity and
uniqueness of Mexican-Americans,” but “all Anglo-Americans are lumped into a basic,
stereotypical, uncomplicated category” (pp. 66-67). This revealed for Thatcher Anzaldúa’s
purported “lack of knowledge of Mexico in Borderlands” (p. 67). Thatcher saw in Anzaldúa’s
use of “herself as the unit of reference, not the group, a hallmark of individualism” (p. 67).8
Thatcher marshaled very little evidence from Anzaldúa’s work itself to illustrate his
assertions about her intentions, what it is she “knows” or “understands,” instead calling upon
examples from managerial practices of U.S.-trained Mexican resource managers (p. 68),9
scholars’ assertion of a “strong tradition” in Mexico “of applying rules to people according to
that person’s group affiliation,” (Castañeda, 1995), the differences between how Mexicans in
Ciudad Juarez and Mexican-Americans in El Paso do or do not refer to group affiliation (Vila,
2000), his own analysis of university website practices in different cultures (p. 70), résumé
practices in the U.S. and in Mexico,10 Jimmy Carter’s “experience working with Mexicans” (he
cited Condon, 1997 without any summary of what this refers to), and Anzaldúa’s differing
reception in the U.S. and Mexican academies.11

8This particular point of critique is rendered all the more strange given how frequently Thatcher invoked his own
experience as supporting evidence throughout his work.
9Here Thatcher calls only upon his own general observations in his “work with cross-border, U.S.-Mexican
manufacturing plants, or maquilas” (p. 68).
10Again, unsupported at this point either with his own experience or studies of this particular difference in practice.
11Again, unsourced.
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Whether Thatcher is right in his analysis of his own individual experience on the border
(over and against Anzaldúa’s) or right in his reliance on the scholars he cited to identify differing
practices, he does not seem to acknowledge at any point the potentially radically different
objectives of each of those contexts. Thatcher clearly had specific goals and concerns as they
pertain to “intercultural rhetoric” specifically in technical and professional communication. Why
Anzaldúa’s assertion of her identity at a moment in time should be worthy such extensive
criticism is never clarified, especially when Anzaldúa is not at all clearly interested in Thatcher’s
specific concern with intercultural rhetoric in technical and professional communication.
Thatcher’s critique of Anzaldúa illustrated the pitfalls of engaging in “etic first” analyses
of any instance of an individual’s assertion of their cultural identity. Without reference to the
potentially disparate goals and objectives of the specific cultural rhetorical practices (be they
viewed from the etic or emic stance) this approach will invariably confuse rather than illuminate.
What exactly does Anzaldúa’s assertion of her mestizaje identity at a specific historical moment
in an especially complex context have to do with managerial practices, résumé norms, or Jimmy
Carter’s experience? Anzaldúa’s work may not be especially helpful to intercultural analysis in
technical and professional communication, but that is a very different question from the one of
the extent to which she does or does not support Thatcher’s construction of etic thresholdborders culled largely, it seems, from his own experience as an Anglo-American male who has
worked in education and manufacturing contexts.12

12There may be an argument against using “diversity” as a metric for successfully internationalizing curriculum per
Thatcher’s final anecdote in Chapter 2 (pp. 71-72). But Thatcher’s argument that Anzaldúa was operating out of
standard “United States” individualism values is not illuminating here. The argument in this section would have
been better served by an extensive study of how Anzaldúa’s work is being used in technical and professional
communication scholarship to operate in intercultural contexts with reference to that context’s specific goals and
objectives rather than Anzaldúa’s assertion of self-identity as such.
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Given the interest in this project with the potential mediating dynamics of communication
technologies (email, IM, Google Drive documents, etc.), Thatcher’s (2012) fourth chapter on
“Information and Communication Technologies and Intercultural Professional Communication”
is of special interest as well. Here Thatcher utilized his eightfold etic “threshold/border” concepts
to evaluate the use of email, hypertext, web, web 2.0 tools (like Twitter) in intercultural contexts.
Thatcher argued that the question of technology’s use in terms of “fit,” “reciprocity,” and
“kairos” relates to the older dichotomy between “writing” and “orality” with some dynamics
“fitting” better with cultures more comfortable in “oral” rhetorical environments due to the
purported connection to the “high context” or “collective” orientations and other dynamics
“fitting” better with cultures more comfortable with “written” rhetorical environments due to a
purported connection with “individual, universal, and analytical” values (p. 100).
“Appropriateness” of the timing (“kairos”) when using specific technology is critical in
intercultural rhetorical encounters according to Thatcher (2012, p. 101). Thatcher also argued,
along with Bolter and Grusin (1999) that technology “remediates” patterns of communication in
a culture. So, in the same way that “writing” as a technology did not “replace orality” but rather
“changed the way people speak” (p. 100).
Thatcher then called upon six “variables” to be addressed when evaluating
communication technology use in intercultural contexts: Social Presence and Social Information
Processing Theories, Media Richness and Media Naturalness Theories, Social Identity Model of
Deindividuation Effects, Hyperpersonal Interaction, Channel Expansion, and Mindfulness and
Mindlessness. These variables when actualized in different ways in intercultural contexts per
Thatcher, work better in some situations rather than others. So, for example, “Hyperpersonal
Interaction,” Thatcher asserted, “most likely works best in specific, universal, and individualistic
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cultures where the specific types of personal information is sufficient for group interactions” (p.
105). It is important to note that in these six variables (and in Thatcher’s use of them as means by
which to trace technology’s remediation of older means of encounter), the object or objectives of
the activity people from different cultures use technology to engage in is largely ignored or
assumed. The focus is never on what people are doing in and across cultures only the way they
are being done. The cultural “value sets” purportedly revealed in the rhetorical practices of
individuals in and across cultures simply pre-exist.
Again, Thatcher’s presupposition of the “quantitative” or “bell-curve” definitions of
cultural differences along fault lines of “value” and grounded mostly in the work of Hofstede
(2010) and Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars (2000) in very specific business contexts, limits
the applicability and operationalization of these insights. Without detailed reference to the object
or objective, say of the U.S.-Mexico border environmental project he discusses, it impossible to
evaluate the extent to which the “Mexican” collaborators are acting in accordance with what they
think the object or objective(s) to be and instead we must simply accept Thatcher’s assertion that
they communicate via various technologies in accordance with their value orientations (which
themselves have been pre-assumed as the way “cultures” operate).
Having engaged Thatcher (2012) extensively and critically here, I should say: to some
extent I do agree with the notion that any discussion of cultural difference is going to have to
engage the notion of “values” and must study differences of practice in sufficient numbers to be
able to articulate a group’s identity (see discussion of Appadurai in Chapter 3). However, to do
so apart from reference to the object or objective(s) of activity in and across cultures will
perpetually drive individuals trying to engage the cultural other before them (or, more
complexly, the other engaged via email or text message) in to the tender embrace of simplifying
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stereotypes. Those comparisons must be conducted with goals, implicit and explicit (but always
empirically identified), at the center of the analysis. Any discussion of “value” apart from the
specific goals and objectives of an activity in which that value is purportedly revealed will be
deeply impoverished. Thatcher appeared to acknowledge this in the ways he attempted to
critique Hofstede regarding the “masculinity/femininity” and “uncertainty avoidance” cultural
dynamics (p. 45). My own project seeks to re-center and emphasize the “object” or “objective”
of action in activity precisely when considering the intercultural rhetorical encounter, mediated
by communication technologies.
Beyond the works summarized or I have discussed at length here, there is a persistent
concern in technical and professional communication with the nexus of communication
technologies and the challenge of culture. Recent articles, special issues, and forthcoming books
attempt to tackle the question of how to engage globally online when using various web-based or
mobile devices. Approaches to the study of these topics vary.
Walton (2013), for example, in a four-month study of several development projects
explored what “bridges” and “barriers” define and transform the use of information and
communication technologies in those projects. Here special attention is paid not only to the
material constraints and affordances information and communication technologies themselves
provide, but also the larger socio-material (e.g., telecommunications networks) and socio-cultural
(e.g., literacy demands) that shaped the ability to complete these kinds of projects.
With regard to composition and technical/professional communication pedagogy, Rice
and Hausrath (2014) argued that those in composition and literacy classes students must develop
“glocal thinking,” an ability to coordinate both the global and the local (p. 20). They called upon
Hofstede and Appadurai to aid students in their learning about the dynamic dimensionality of
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culture as they engage with cultural others (in this case ESL students with graduate level
technical communication students). Rice and Hausrath note that what “both the graduate students
and the ELS students may not realize is that every time they perform speech acts or write down
their stories, they represent differences in culture and ideology” (p. 26).13
The question of culture’s impact on information and communication design has shaped a
substantial portion of the scholarly discussion in recent years. In “Internationalizing Information
and Communication Design,” a special issue Communication Design Quarterly Review,
(November, 2015), 4(1) edited by Albers, St. Amant, and Getto, contributors wrestled, for
example, with how the specific design of WeChat enables the “free flow of information” within
the restrictions of China’s surveillance state (Wang & Gu, 2016) or how to design
communication technologies in contexts with limited language and digital literacy proficiency
(Dutta & Das, 2016).
Collectively the special issue provides rich potential insight into how communication
technologies may be impacted by material and socio-political considerations (Wang & Gu,
2016), quantitative realities (Sarat-St. Peter, 2016), or the linguistic and artistic practices of a
cultural context (Dutta & Das, 2016; McDaniel & Kuang, 2016). It is interesting, however, given
the concern with context for design that the goals and objectives of the wildly different cultural
contexts and projects are not given substantial consideration in the process of evaluating
“cultural difference” and how those differences in objectives might shape communication
technology design and consequently their use.

13Previous paragraph adapted from my forthcoming chapter “Activity Theory, Actor-Network Theory, and Culture
in the 21st Century” in Thinking globally, composing locally: Rethinking online writing in the age of the global
internet edited by Rich Rice and Kirk St. Amant.
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In “Online Writing in Global Contexts: Rethinking the Nature of Connections and
Communication in the Age of International Online Media” a special issue of Computers and
Composition (December 2015) edited by St. Amant and Rice, contributors sought to address the
meaning of the question of “audience” in the radically expanded context created by global
networks. Here the editors brought together contributors to address the technological, cultural,
and legal “friction points” that might appear in online writing. They proposed a “3Cs” approach
(Contacting, Conveying, and Connecting) that attends to the three processes that need to be
mastered when composing in a global, digital environment. Rice and St. Amant believed this
approach would enable online writers to “identify, understand, and address the various friction
points that affect” writing success in online environments (p. vii). Contributors to the volume
attempted to wrestle with the dialectic between the notion of culture as a singular entity or
irreducible complexity in the “glocalization” process of a Minnesota health insurance website
(Breuch, 2015); the impact of physical space in a composing context along the U.S.-Mexico
border (Monty, 2015); the potential for user, usability, and participatory design practices to help
cope with the complexity an “interactive” dynamic adds to an intercultural online writing space
(Verhulsdonck, 2015); and the difficult necessity of accessing information about a cultural
context’s language, history, and politics when composing for that specific context (Martinez,
2015).
From this special issue, several insights are of specific interest to my project. Breuch
(2015) built on Litt’s (2012) observation that there is a distinction between the “imagined”
audience and the “actual” audience in website design. Here Breuch argued that when considering
the salient “dimensions” of audience we must consider the differences in “language, literacy,
cultural norms, physical environment, infrastructure” (p. 116).
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Discussing the health insurance marketplace website in the U.S. state of Minnesota,
created in response to the passage of the Affordable Care Act that serves as the main point of her
case study, Breuch noted the three main goals of the website.14 Breuch’s analysis, however, does
not center the audience’s (imagined or actual) goals and objectives for engaging the website,
which itself then could potentially organize the other “dimensional” elements to which she
rightly attends. In effect with this approach, the website is attempting to meet goals, the audience
(real or imagined) is enacting “dimensions.”
Also in the issue, Monty (2015) attended to the impact of physical space around a
national border on students’ composition practices, asking:
•

What are the lived mobile and social media writing practices of border and transnational
students?

•

How can knowing and understanding such practices inform composition pedagogies? (p.
126)

Focusing on the “transnational” movement of students, Monty argued that technologies like
mobile devices can serve as a means of social and political power, by maintaining both personal
and professional networks, for instance (p. 128). These tools, when utilized for composition are
not simply tools to complete tasks but function to “augment” the physical and cognitive
“identity” and capabilities (p. 128). Social media tools “also allow users to create and share
content via virtual networks and invented communities” (p. 128).
Of interest in Monty’s results is the complexity of his respondents’ self-identification.
Student’s identified as “Hispanic,” “Mexican,” or “Mexican-American.” But Monty noted one

14“(1) Improve healthcare experience (2) Improve the health of populations (3) Reduce the costs of healthcare per
capita.” (p. 116)

40

student’s comment that “I’m a U.S. citizen, but [I have lived] all of my life in Mexico so I
consider myself Mexican.” Border identities, intersections of “national” identity coupled with
physical location “[I have lived] all of my life in Mexico,” are negotiated into a “cultural”
identification “I consider myself Mexican.” Monty then invited composition instructors to take
this complexity of identity into account when thinking about students composing practices using
mobile devices, perhaps by developing “assignments that better allow for student autonomy and
rhetorical choice” (p. 136). The results of my study similarly illustrate a complexity of national
and “cultural” identities that are only further complicated by mediating communication
technologies.
In the same issue, Verhulsdonck (2015) addressed the central problem with applying
conceptions of culture for specific concrete design of communication design since it is difficult
to apply “a broad theory of cultural differences … to more dynamic contexts, such as writing via
mobile devices” (p. 144). Furthermore, conceptions of culture, “do not allow one to extrapolate a
theory’s more central, abstract notions to account for communication/writing patterns via mobile
devices” (p. 144).
Verhulsdonck proposed using methods culled from interaction design (mental models,
user personas, rapid prototypes, and cognitive walkthroughs) to cope with the challenge of
designing for interactive, online writing environments (pp. 144-145). Here Verhulsdonck relied
on the notion of “shared psychology of mobile users” (p. 149) to facilitate more effective,
concrete communication technology designs. Building on this notion, I will argue in my project
that a crucial step in marking cultural others’ “shared psychology” especially in shared activities
in intercultural technical and professional contexts will require all involved—even when using
methods like the ones Verhulsdonck proposed here—to think through the object and objectives
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of the activity in which they are engaged (or desire to be engaged in) to begin negotiating
differences.
Concluding the issue, Martinez (2015) asserted the need to be aware of the larger
linguistic, socio-cultural, political, and historical forces shaping the audience when writing
online. Martinez grapples with the central tension of bringing larger perspectives to bear on
specific instances of composition in digital writing contexts. With layered, integrated, and multimodal methods, Martinez invites her students, composing for an international context, to
consider the larger, complex, linguistic, socio-cultural, political, and historical dynamics at play
in their target audience’s context.
In 2016, editors Sun and Getto called for submissions to a special issue in Technical
Communication (2017) entitled “Globalizing User Experience: Strategies, Practices, and
Techniques for Culturally Sensitive Design.” When the issue was published however, they
changed the title to “Localizing User Experience: Strategies, Practices, and Techniques for
Culturally Sensitive Design” (emphasis mine). In acknowledging this change the editors noted
that attempts to think of culture in terms of national identities had fallen out of favor and now
scholars sought “fluid structure of global / national / local…used as a point of reference” and
recognize that these levels are “mutually constituted” (Sun & Getto, 2017). They asserted that
the change in focus
emphasizes that the local is the major site for the negotiation work of technical
communicators looking to foster global cultural diversity. Meanwhile, it reflects the
current stage of this line of research: It still remains primarily local in terms of empirical
research and confined within the Western world. The difficult questions raised earlier in
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this introduction will not be satisfactorily solved until our methods, practices, and
experiences represent a bigger picture of the global. (Sun & Getto, 2017)
Given then the rejection of the strong “binary” between the local and the global, “[t]he local has
thus become the main stage for various negotiations: between creators and consumers of
information products and services, and between the cultural values each stakeholder brings with
them to these experiences” (Sun & Getto). This necessary shift to the local when considering the
“global” is reflected in the contributions of the special issue. Of special interest for our purposes
here are the first two contributions from Shivers-McNair and San Diego as well as St. Amant.
Shivers-McNair and San Diego (2017) traced their collaboration and ultimate coauthorship as a researcher (Shivers-McNair) and practitioner (San Diego) to “illustrate
community strategy work as a multi-faceted localization practice that intersects with user
experience design and user localization.” The work of a “community strategist” in this context is
that of a technical and professional communicator who must build networks of across multiple
social and cultural boundaries and seeks to do so in an inclusive and socially just way.
Shivers-McNair and San Diego focused on the need to “localize” along a number of
dimensions as opposed to simply abstract dimensions for the purposes of meeting their goals.
The goals are articulated, but the concern is how to mediate cross-border contact (either face-toface) or via some communication technology (e.g., Slack). In choosing which information or
communication technologies with which to conduct her work, “Rather than imposing a standard
set of information and communication technologies (ICTs) for her work, San Diego adapts to the
ICTs preferred or already in use by the clients and communities with whom she works” (ShiversMcNair & San Diego, 2017). Here the local practices are determinative from San Diego’s
perspective as an outside collaborator. The question of “how” the tools mediate does not come
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up, but the choice from San Diego’s perspective is to use that which is preferred by the local
community. Here it would be interesting to dig more deeply to see why certain technologies are
preferred by certain communities over others and in relation to what goals.15
In the same issue, St. Amant (2017) proposed technical communicators use script theory
and prototype theory when developing usability in tools across national and cultural boundaries.
In order to understand the context into which technical communication work is being localized,
St. Amant suggested that individuals need to (among other things): “Know what objective one
wishes to achieve in a given context of use” as well as “Establish how a variable of use affects
the ways individuals employ an item in that context” (St. Amant, 2017).
St. Amant’s proposal was that “script theory,” an approach developed in cognitive
psychology studies, might serve as a tool for establishing the context. Schank and Abelson
(1977) building on the work of Tomkins (1978, 1987) identified relevant variables that “affected
expectations and behaviors in a scene” much as you would expect in a theatrical “scene” which
is defined as “[t]he process of performing a particular standard activity/action (e.g., ordering at a
restaurant).” From there one attends to the “setting” or “[t]he location/context in which the action
(scene) takes place (e.g., the restaurant).” Individuals then attend to the “roles” (e.g., waiter,
customer) being “played in a given setting.” Awareness of the “props” or “items one expects to
encounter and to use—or that others will have and use—in a scene to achieve the objective of the
overall scene (e.g., tables, chairs, menus).” Next one considers the “entry conditions” or “[t]he
criteria something must meet to enter a scene/how items get into a scene (e.g., menus carried to a

15Shivers-McNair & San Diego hint at how this question might intersect with their concerns when they cite Murray
and Ankerson’s (2016) work where they “analyze the challenges faced by the developer of a lesbian dating app in
balancing user preferences with funding demands. Specifically, lesbian users desired a distinctly queer and slow
mode of temporality (not rushing to a hookup, in contrast to gay apps like Grindr), but the startup world and capital
providers demand quick pathways to traditional revenue generators like matching, chatting, and meeting up with
other users.”
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table by a waiter when customers are seated) as well as the “exit conditions” in which “[t]he
criteria something must meet to exit a scene/how items leave the scene (e.g., menus carried away
by a waiter after customers have ordered).” Finally, in a script theory approach one must attend
to the “sequence” or “[t]he order in which events/individual actions happen in a scene (e.g.,
customers enter the restaurant, customers are seated by hostess/host, waiter takes customers’
orders)” (St. Amant, 2017).
Here St. Amant suggested clear focus on the goal (“What is the overall objective the user
wishes to accomplish (scene)?”). Activity is first organized in accordance with a performance
metaphor. This kind of metaphorical structure and attending to these sorts of variables may work
well in a user or usability development context. Indeed, the “scene” dynamics may overlay easily
in whole or in part with activity theory categories (see discussion in Chapter 3). But the approach
may be more difficult to operationalize in an in situ professional or technical communication
context (the concern of my current project’s context). Regardless, in both approaches, the goal or
object/objective needs to remain central.
Clearly technical and professional communication scholars and practitioners (especially
in the areas of design and usability) are wrestling with what it means to work across cultural
boundaries. While some propose beginning with the larger “universal” categories and dimension
that bind humans together across difference (Thatcher, 2012), others suggest that one must keep
the focus in inter- and cross-cultural engagement on the local (Sun & Getto, 2017). Jones et al.,
(2016) note that much recent work, especially in technical and professional communication
studies “resists oversimplified, static conceptions of culture as ethnocentric and dehumanizing:
facilitating stereotyping and thus eliminating the complex, dynamic, multicultural experiences”
(p. 216).
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There is no sense that interest is yet waning in technology’s mediating role in a global
context. An upcoming volume of connexions will explore “The Role of Computer-Mediated
Communication in Promoting Activism and Revolutionary Work Around the World”
(Forthcoming, 2017). A forthcoming volume (2017) edited by Rice and St. Amant will consider:
Thinking globally, composing locally: Rethinking online writing in the age of the global internet.
The recent spate of calls for proposals, conferences, special journal issues, and volumes focusing
in one way or another on these new dynamics illustrate the significance of the question for the
field. Clearly this is a topic that needs more attention.
Clearly much work has been done to take into consideration the nature and role of culture
in both rhetoric and composition and in technical and professional communication studies and
pedagogy. If there is a gap in the literature it is that in the absence of or limited focus on the
purpose (the object) of rhetorical activity within the intercultural rhetorical situation, studies only
account in the most general way for the entirety of the “process” (recall Berlin’s concern) in
which intercultural communication occurs. The persistent tendency is to operate in a
“quantitative” or “comparative” frame (e.g., Thatcher, 2012), lining up purported differing
“cultural dimensions” in any specific instances of rhetorical engagement and simply marking
differences and similarities. The recent trend, however, as revealed by the discussion of special
issues published in the last few years and months, has been to try to account for the complexity
created by the intercultural encounter, be it in technical/professional communication or design of
those technologies, and to engage across perceived cultural boundaries in more just and sensitive
ways. But without some focus on the “object” or “objective” of the encounter, studies of
technologically mediated rhetorical encounters will persist in these comparisons of similarities
and differences will risk forever falling behind rapidly changing cultures while being largely
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impractical as analytical tools or operationalizable strategies for coping in such encounters.
Before proposing research questions that emerge from gaps in previous literature regarding
rhetoric, culture, and technological mediation, it is important to note precedence for using
activity theory (AT) and actor-network theory (ANT) as theoretical frames, modes of analysis, or
conceptual maps in the context of rhetoric and writing studies.
Precedence for using AT/ANT in rhetoric and writing studies
An extended summary of AT and ANT will be discussed in Chapter 3, which describes
my methodological approach. However, since this research also contributes to a growing area of
methodological studies, a brief literature review of AT and ANT in the field of rhetoric and
composition/writing studies (with a special emphasis on its application in rhetorically minded
technical and professional communication studies) is in order. Over the past several years
scholars have begun to use AT and ANT as conceptual tools and theoretical frameworks for
analyzing oral and written rhetorical activity. Several theorists have used AT and ANT to
analyze genres, students’ writing practices, as well as collaborative composition in online
environments.
Russell in particular argued that an activity theory lens helps us account for the
complexity in which genres, for example, mediate writing activity (1997). Russell also called for
using AT (or cultural historical activity theory—CHAT, as it is sometimes called) more
generally as a research framework. He believes it is valuable because
[i]n CHAT…context is not separated from activity, or from texts, which are seen as tools
for the mediation of activity….CHAT allows for wider levels of analysis than the dyad,
common in much conversation analysis research, or reader–writer interactions per se, as
in reader response criticism and critical discourse analysis. And it eschews the Cartesian
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split between mind and world, texts and context, which is common in cognitive research
on written communication…CHAT, in principle, does not privilege one medium over
another, as all are viewed as mediational tools. Because of this, it is possible to discern
the relationship among tools in various media within and among organizations and their
subjects. (2009, p. 41)
Bazerman and Russell (2003) also argued that because “[m]ore and more human
activities are mediated through writing, particularly as technology uses writing more and more to
link us together” (p. 2), activity theory has a great deal to offer rhetoric and writing studies.
Bazerman (2003) argued for AT analysis to help sort the macro and the micro when it comes to
writing activity, “Genres and activity systems…can help guide us through the dilemmas of local
learning and large-scale assessment, just as they guide us through the conundrum of living our
improvised local lives with some sense of order, expectation, and relevant skill” (p. 429).
McNely et al. (2012) used AT to study how “a widely adopted method of agile software
development” (p. 1) known as “Scrum” is used by a team to produce an object through “constant
collaboration” mediated through “physical artifacts (such as a Scrum wall with user cards and
sticky notes)” (p. 2). Here the study of complex writing and collaboration were stabilized by AT
in part by a focus on object (the software being developed by the team via Scrum). McNely et al.
noted in their analysis the importance of the object in AT:
activities, fundamentally, are object-oriented…. [O]bjects define the character of
collective activities, since objects carry motive and meaning for a given individual or
group. Engeström and Escalante illustrate how human activities are always “oriented
toward something and driven by something. This something—the object—is constantly in
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transition and under construction, and it manifests itself in different forms for different
participants of the activity.” (p. 5)
Perhaps the scholar to have done the most in-depth work with AT (and ANT) in rhetoric
and composition/writing studies is Spinuzzi. In Tracing Genres Through Organizations (2003),
Spinuzzi used the notion of an activity system to trace the ways subjects use “unofficial genres”
(e.g., post it notes) to develop their object. AT served as the framework by which the work can
be stabilized for analysis.
While Spinuzzi has done an extraordinary amount of work with AT in the context of
rhetoric and writing studies, mostly in professional/technical communication contexts (2007;
2010; 2011; 2014), his book Network (2008) is the most ambitious attempt to coordinate and
utilize AT and ANT in the analysis of communication practices in a heavily networked
environment. Using his extensive research at a mid-Texas telecommunications corporation
(“Telecorp”), Spinuzzi drew two theoretical frames—activity theory and actor-network theory—
whose proponents have a contentious relationship into dialogue in order to analyze the “net
work” (emphasis on the space) in the new “knowledge work economy.” Having laid out the basic
tenets of each, Spinuzzi argued that there are areas of overlap between the two theories, namely
that they see networks as “heterogeneous, multiply linked, transformative, and black-boxed” (p.
46 emphasis original). The two differ, according to Spinuzzi, in the metaphorical frames they use
to account for activity. AT leads with the notion of “weaving” activity together: subjects, tools,
objects, communities, divisions of labor, and rules from different systems are “woven” together
to produce the network. ANT on the other hand thinks first in terms of “splicing” these
components together in ever more amorphous and decentered assemblages or sites of shifting
power (expanded to include non-human “actants” which are, for the purposes of the analysis,

49

taken to be “subjects” symmetrically related to human actants). Spinuzzi traced the dynamics of
the network that is Telecorp using both theoretical frames, focusing both on the way in which the
network developed historically (Chapter 4) and how they are enacted (Chapter 5). The persistent
question, given the seemingly ad hoc, constantly changing nature of the network, is “how does it
work, given the fact that parts of it seem cut off from other parts of it”?
Spinuzzi proposed that while ANT does open up our understanding of how rhetoric and
power work in a network it’s largely useless for telling us how people develop and learn in the
network which they clearly do as evidenced by the fact that Telecorp employees are able to learn
and teach, sometimes with very little formal direction. This led him to favor AT as a theoretical
frame for analyzing networks and for guiding reflection on the way in which networks can be
historicized, theorized, and ultimately intervened upon.
Of particular interest to my project is Spinuzzi’s (2008) exploration of the potential
relationship of AT to ANT. Recognizing the engagement has been primarily that of “sniping”
between theorists in each camp, Spinuzzi summarized both theories’ major components in
comparison in hopes of facilitating a genuine “dialogue” (p. 62). Spinuzzi pointed out that AT is
“primarily a theory of distributed cognition and focuses on issues of labor, learning, and concept
formation” while ANT is fundamentally “an ontology—an account of existence—and focuses on
issues of power in science and politics: rhetoric, production of facts, agreements, and
knowledge” (p. 62). AT emerges from a “dialectic” between object and subject, one ANT
theorists have not always respected, according to Spinuzzi (p. 62). Crucial to my own project
will be attempting to coordinate the dialectical concerns of AT (at the level of communal action,
see discussion of Sun, 2012 below) with the “ontological” concerns of power (here not
necessarily in science and politics per se but in “culture”). My own attempt to “coordinate” these

50

theories in the service of analyzing the technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical
encounter is discussed in Chapter 3.
Spinuzzi has continued to explore the “materiality of writing” (2015a). Of specific
interest in his essay in Lynch and Rivers (2015a), is his assertion that the notion of “symmetry”
between the human and nonhuman is a methodological move that enables us to take into account
the impact of material “actors” in any given situation. It is not necessarily a claim to either
impute “intentionality” to the non-human, or evacuate it from the human. Rather it is to take
Latour (2005) seriously when he asserts that “any thing that does modify a state of affairs by
making a difference” can in fact be an “actor” (p. 71, quoted in Spinuzzi, 2015a, p. 35, emphasis
original).
Swarts (2013) recognized that technical communicators generally do not “consider how
their own tools affect their work, by reinforcing a way of thinking about a task until it feels
natural” (p. 146). Swarts uses the example of a programmer using a particular programing
language to develop a website style guide in order to study the mediation of a tool in
composition work. Swarts, reviewing both AT and ANT notions of tool mediation, developed a
heuristic composed of four stages to address when analyzing tool mediation:
1. How do the concepts and operations associated with a tool mediate a user’s
understanding of a given task?
2. How do concepts and operations associated with a tool mediate social relationships
occurring around it?
3. What is the tool’s design history, and how does the history influence current uses of the
tool?
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4. To what other tools is this one connect in practice or function? By what means are the
mediating effects of a tool formalized and made more stable? (pp. 152-154)
This approach provides a useful way to consider how tools are impacting activities and the
possibilities individual acting subjects might have before them in interacting with any given tool
or set of tools, especially digital composing tools. Swarts’s questions influence the specifics of
my research questions (discussed in detail in Chapter 3), as determining a tool’s “mediation” in
any context will be dependent in various ways on the answers to these questions.
Furthermore, a recent volume edited by Lynch and Rivers (2015) addressed the potential
in Latour’s work for informing the work of rhetoric and writing studies/composition scholars and
practitioners. Having cheekily acknowledged the potential exasperation such scholars may feel at
having to call upon yet another French theorist to perhaps “validate” their work as scholars of
composition and/or rhetoric, they concluded that Latour’s invitation to blow wide open the scope
of concern to include the bewildering array of relationships and associations as well as expand
our conception of “actors” to include the nonhuman while also relativizing our preoccupation
with “intentionality” all comport well with rhetoric’s and writing studies/composition’s concern
with the contextuality of all language and its use. The volume consisted of various “diplomatic”
efforts to broker dialogue (perhaps peace) between Latour and the field (see especially Spinuzzi,
2015a and Simmons et al., 2015).
As a methodological approach in rhetoric and writing studies, AT and ANT have been
utilized for some time now and this trend shows no signs of slowing down. The concern in both
approaches for tool mediation and attendance to vast and ever expanding networks seem well
suited to analyzing the bewildering complexity of the rhetorical situation that is globally
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networked knowledge workers. Finally, we turn to addressing the few studies that have used AT
and ANT to look specifically at intercultural or cross-cultural contexts for composition.
Precedence for using AT/ANT to study cultural impact in rhetoric and writing studies
While scholars like Nardi (1996) and Kaptelinin and Nardi (2006) have proposed using
AT as a way to think through human-computer interaction, and others like Spinuzzi (2008) and
Swarts (2013) have used AT and ANT to study tool use in technical and professional
communication practices, only a few studies to date have been done on the specific mediation of
technology for rhetoric and writing studies in an activity and certainly as it pertains to the impact
of that mediation on activities involving intercultural subjects. McNair and Paretti (2010), for
example, studied “globally networked environments” (GNEs) where meetings with multinational
participants took place in a technologically mediated environment. They asked “How do
language and technology, as tools within an activity system, interact to mediate the dynamics of
GNEs?” (p. 333) They argued that by
treating both language and communication technologies as tools within the activity
system, we are able to examine not only the ways in which each mediates the activity on
its own but the ways in which the two intersect and, as the case studies we present here
demonstrate, work together to exacerbate the communication problems inherent in efforts
to collaborate across boundaries (326).
Furthermore, using AT in this study enabled them to see breakdowns in communication
in the technologically mediated intercultural encounter “not solely as the result of cultural
differences or team conflicts or language barriers or technology problems—or any one factor—
but rather as a result of the dynamic interaction of these and related factors within the system as a
whole” (p. 326). Looked at this way McNair and Paretti argued that “E-mail, network meeting
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tools, and voice and video conference calls all elicit, or at least favor, certain sets of relationships
between participants, and these relationships structure the process of transferring and
constructing knowledge” (pp. 329-330). Compared with my own study, however, McNair and
Paretti’s work is focused more discretely on one kind of technologically mediated encounter
(conference call) and not the multiplicity of potential tools mediating and transforming the larger
context of the company’s work.
Sun (2012), provided perhaps the most significant study addressing concrete daily
communication technology use in an intercultural or “cross-cultural” way utilizing AT. Looking
specifically at the issue of cross-cultural user design, Sun argued, “we need to integrate action
and meaning in cross-cultural technology design to augment the everyday lives of local users”
(p. 4). Sun looked at specific users from two different cultures (American and Chinese) and their
texting practices and their implications for thinking about cross-cultural user experience design.
Sun recognized the impact that Hofstede and others have had on the approach to culture
in business and technical communication studies (see the discussion of Thatcher, 2012 in the
previous section). Sun argued, however, that these kinds of cultural models “introduce
methodological inaccuracies to design practices” (p. 12). She argued that this approach helps
“promote a positivist view of culture, which strips rich contextual data away from the formation
of the formal structure” (p. 12). She argued that only “dominant cultural values” are considered
in this approach and “subcultural factors, such as…gender, age, organizational affiliation, or
ethnic group, are ignored” (p. 12). Sun noted that such approaches to culture as found in
Hofstede et al., tend to put “cultural realities into static dimensions, with an emphasis on
cognitive schemas of ethnic groups” (p. 12). Sun concluded that “[w]hen culture is
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operationalized into abstract dimensions separated from concrete user activities in the
localization process, culture is not situated in practices anymore” (p. 13).
Given that Sun’s concern is technology design, she determined that models like
Hofstede’s “were advanced to study cross-cultural communication, usually in an international
business context, rather than for cross-cultural design” (p. 14). She cautioned against technology
designers in their use of such models, instead grounding their analysis in specific practices. I
propose that Sun’s criticisms also apply to the “cross-cultural communication” and “international
business context” for which these approaches were developed. This is especially true when we
discuss cross-cultural communication that occurs via communication technologies.
Although Sun’s concern is with technology design across cultures, her study is interesting
for my project because of the overlap of concerns between communication technology designers
creating communication technologies for use across cultures and the use of said technologies for
cross-cultural communication. Even more so, her study developed what she calls the “Culturally
Localized User Experience” or “CLUE” model for design across cultures. In doing so, she
utilizes activity theory (AT) as a crucial component of the model.
Sun drew AT together with British Cultural Studies and genre theory to develop her
model. Sun saw AT as particularly useful for engaging with technology and culture because of
its focus on object orientation and tool mediation (p. 57). The mediating function of tools in
particular is important for thinking about how technology designs might “mediate different
cultural expectations in different cultural contexts” (p. 58). AT is also valuable because it
integrates “culture and history from the beginning” rather than thinking of technology’s use and
design in terms of a “traditional cognitive model” which culture and history are then integrated
into later.
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Sun also saw the “three-level structure of activity” as laid out by Leontiev, which sees the
relationships of “activity,” “action,” and “operation” as a way to “distinguish and describe
contextual factors as associated with the instrumental or social aspect of an activity” (p. 59). This
is a much more effective way to focus on the “actual practices of use activities in local contexts
rather than technological artifacts” (p. 60). This moves us away from the problem of the “static”
and “abstract” quality of the value-oriented variables identified by Hofstede, Hall, etc. (p. 60).
“Meaning,” Sun asserted, “cannot be separated from the attention to action” (p. 60).
Sun acknowledged some limitations to AT, namely that, as Engeström (1999) and
Spinuzzi (1999) have argued, activity theory interprets “tool-mediated production” well but not
necessarily “sign-mediated communication” (p. 61). Furthermore, in the continuum between the
individual “subjectivity” and the larger “sociocultural factors” that shapes activity, AT stays
largely at the level of level of the “community”—a middle level of activity (p. 61). To rectify
this issue, Sun supplemented her use of AT with British cultural studies and genre theory to
provide a more complete picture of technology’s potential place in cross-cultural use and design.
Of specific interest to Sun was British cultural studies’ use of the notion of “articulation”
or “the contingent connection of different elements that, when connected in a particular way,
form a specific unity” (Slack & Wise, 2005, p. 127 quoted in Sun, 2012 p. 62). This concept of
“articulations” or the “nonfixed, nonnecessary relations among practices, representations,
experiences, affects, and material objects” is one way to connect the individual or community
activity to the larger “sociocultural factors” that shape activity (p. 62). Sun called upon Wise
(2005) who used the term “assemblage” to refer to the articulations when “structured as a
whole,” a notion influenced according to Sun by Latour (2005) and Deleuze and Guattari (1987).
Thinking of relations as articulations helps both identify “‘singularities and traits’ deducted from
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the articulations but does not reduce complex connection and relationships of network (or
structure) to an essence or critical factor” (p. 63).
Thinking in terms of an assemblage allowed Sun to describe the “circuit of culture,”
which is shaped by five processes: “(1) how the artifact is represented, (2) what social identities
are associated with it, (3) how it is produced, (4) how it is consumed, (5) and what mechanisms
regulate its distribution and use” (p. 64). Here technology’s role in shaping “a user’s lifestyle and
identities” can be traced as well as connected to the larger notions of the “political” and the
articulation between “culture and power” (Sun, 2012, p. 65, quoting Chen, 1995, p. 395).
In building the foundation for her CLUE approach to cross-cultural design, Sun argued
activity theory “illuminates the mediation of action during local use” and British cultural studies
“examine[s] mediation of meaning” but it is “genre theory” that “links the two mediation
processes together” (p. 66). Genre theory, according to Sun, “reflects activity theory in that
technology use is socially and culturally formed, and thus generic features of a technology carry
meaning and enhance culturally situated actions and local practices” (p. 68). At the same time
“genre enactment…is a process of articulation, in relation to British cultural studies” made up of
“constituting structures” which are “stabilized-for-now” or have “stability-with-flexibility” (p.
69). Ultimately then, “a genre lens would not just conclude distinctive design features as cultural
patterns, but rather would further explore how these cultural patterns represent particular
communicative situations and activities for a given task, and follow how they would evolve as
situations change” (p. 69).
Of particular interest and application for my project is Sun’s use of AT to push back
against the necessarily static and abstract value orientation of cultural approaches like those
found in Hofstede, Hall, and others (and their operationalization in the work of those like
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Thatcher, 2012). Specific “cultural” practices pertaining to technology use—if they are to be
identified as “cultural” at all—must be situated in the object-oriented activity in coordination
with rule/norms, communities, divisions of labor, and a variety of means of “mediation.”
Furthermore, Sun is right to recognize the need to connect the individual’s action in
community to larger “sociocultural forces,” which are hard to trace out using the AT framework
(though one may note that the “fourth generation” approach to AT does try to expand the scope
of activities to place them within larger networks, see discussion in Chapter 3). Those larger
forces—which invariably involve the role of power in culture—are difficult to map in AT. They
can perhaps be revealed in contradictions that appear in the nexus between the division of labor,
communities, and the rules/norms of the activity. But “power” does not show up clearly in the
AT system. Sun calls upon British cultural studies and the notion of “articulation,” which is
related to Latour’s “assemblage.” My project will simply utilize Latour’s notion of ANT directly
to get at the power relationships that may not be captured by the AT framework.
Sun’s use of genre theory makes sense given her focus on user design. Here, in a sense,
“genres” are the “object” of the activity of design. To effectively design a communication
technology for use across cultures is to develop a genre that both enables use as a tool within an
object-oriented activity but at the same time is connected to the larger articulations of meaning
within a society. The goal is developing a defined yet flexible tool with the potential for flexible
application in a variety of cultural contexts.
When considered from a technical or professional communication perspective, “genre” is
easily mapped as a mediating tool within an activity. Developing the tool as an instance of genre
enactment is not itself the focus in the way it is in user design. Rather the genre is the means by
which other objectives in communication are pursued. Given my project’s concern with
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technologically mediated intercultural communication and not design, this third component is not
as applicable.
Furthermore, it is not clear why AT necessarily fails or is weak in its ability to interpret
“sign-mediated communication.” “Meaning” is a slippery concept, and it is not clear why we
should not be able to talk about “meaning” in intra- or intercultural communicative contexts
within the AT framework. Indeed, as Sun noted, “Meaning cannot be separated from the
attention to action” (p. 60). I would argue that what AT struggles with is mapping and
identifying expressions of power in activity. But “meaning,” as such, can (indeed perhaps must)
still be emergent from within the bounds of the activity system.
Regardless, my project follows a similar trajectory to that of Sun’s by using AT as a tool
for talking about tool mediation in cross-cultural or intercultural rhetorical contexts. Because of
the different goals and motives of our research however, I seek to center the object/objectives of
activity in coordination with ANT’s conception of relations to map and analyze what we
customarily think of as “intercultural” encounters. This approach is discussed at greater length in
Chapter 3.
Summary
This survey of the literature shows an increasing concern with culture as such in
rhetorical studies. “Culture” most clearly fits with rhetoric’s concern with the “rhetorical
situation” but has not been fully treated in this way. Berlin recognized the role of culture in
rhetoric and writing studies, for the need to further study the impact of culture on rhetoric,
particularly the way in which instances of rhetoric/writing fit within the larger “process.”
Much of the concern with “culture” in rhetoric has conceived of culture in relatively
broad brush strokes. Scholars have been concerned with community, alterity, the postcolonial

59

situation, etc. The only component of the field which has called itself “intercultural rhetoric” has
emerged from writing in ESL and TESOL environments (Kaplan, Connor, etc.). Minimal
concern for the technological mediation of rhetoric in intercultural encounters has been the norm
apart from a growing interest developing in the technical and professional communication.
Scholars of rhetoric and communication increasingly call upon activity theory and actornetwork theory to help map rhetoric and writing in increasingly “networked” environments
(especially in technical/professional writing contexts). The interplay of genre and activity as
frameworks has helped to productively complicate the rhetorical situation in the emerging world
of work Berlin foresaw for the field.
That said, studies have only recently begun to analyze with any precision the way in
which technology specifically mediates the rhetorical in the intercultural encounter. Even more
rare are studies which use AT or ANT (with its central conceptual role of the object/objective
coupled with the mediating roles of tools) to study this mediation in these precise contexts. It is
into this gap in the research that the current project hopes to speak.
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Chapter 3
Studying Internationally Networked Activity: Methodology
This study responds to the consistent and growing call, outlined in the last chapter, that
rhetoric and writing studies as well as technical communication studies come to terms with the
complexity introduced by cultural difference and the mediation of communication technologies.
It also seeks to fill a gap created in the literature by a dearth of close studies of the material,
networked conditions of local, intercultural communication technology use in specific technical
and professional communication contexts. In developing the current study, I took as my starting
point, the assumptions and framework established by activity theory (AT), coordinated in a
supplementary way with actor-network theory (ANT). Utilizing observations, interviews, and
artifact collection at a small company with an office in El Paso, Texas; a factory in Juárez,
Mexico; and customers spread throughout the Midwestern United States, I used a case study
method of research to study the ways communication technologies both defined and transformed
intercultural rhetorical encounters. I closely analyzed points where communication occurred via
mediating technologies across these boundaries of potential cultural difference using AT and
ANT frameworks to determine how they were mediating and if they were transforming the
encounter as well as how, specifically, participants were “taking up” use of the communication
technologies as tools in the encounter.
In this chapter I will introduce activity theory, tracing briefly how it developed through
several “generations.” Given the importance of the notion of the “object” or “objective” in
activity for my project, I will go in to some detail regarding the concept as it was formulated by
Leontiev. I will also discuss in detail how it has been productively complicated by scholars in
recent years. I will then introduce actor-network theory as it has been formulated by Latour.
Building on the work of Spinuzzi, I will then argue that AT and ANT can be placed in a
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“coordinate” relationship that enables us to cope with the complexity of technologically
mediated intercultural encounters. Next, I will discuss the theoretical challenge of the concept of
“culture,” and how I both accept the “ready to hand” definitions of culture as a starting point
while using AT and ANT as “lenses” for both complicating our understanding of “culture” and
helping us to see perhaps what culture “is” more clearly. Before turning to articulate my specific
method for gathering data for my case study and articulating my position as a research, I provide
a brief definition of what I mean by “rhetoric” in my project. Finally, I give an overview of my
research sites and introduce significant participants at the sites.
Activity theory
AT developed over several successive “generations” beginning with the work of a
Russian psychologist specializing in children’s learning process, L. Vygotsky. His student A. N.
Leontiev16 further developed his thought in to a “second generation” while a “third generation”
has been developed recently by the Finnish researcher Y. Engeström. A “fourth generation” has
been proposed recently by Engeström to expand the ability of AT to cope with
“interorganizational” activity. Given the significance of the concept of the “object/objective” for
my project, my summary of the development AT through successive generations will be waylaid
briefly by an extended discussion of the notion in Leontiev and in recent scholars’ discussion of
the concept before moving on to discuss ANT and summarize my case study.
Vygotsky
Vygotsky proposed learning occurred in the interaction of the acting “subject” with tools
and “mediating objects.” Learning thus did not emerge from some pre-existent innate quality in

16Leontiev’s name is spelled a variety of ways in the literature (e.g., Leontiev, Leont’ev, Leontev.). I have
somewhat arbitrarily chosen this spelling for ease of formatting.
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the subject which education in some way refined. Nor was it the product of a simple sending and
receiving (and understanding) of messages from teacher and student. These tools and mediating
objects could be instruments or concepts the most significant of which was language. Children
and/or students had to experience language, tools, or concepts utilized by someone with more
experience (e.g., an adult or teacher). Learners move into a “zone of proximal development,” a
conceptual space between what a child could do independently and what could be done with
assistance of a more skilled teacher. In this way, Vygotsky was able, as Cole and Scribner put it
in their introduction to Vygotsky’s (1978) Mind in Society, “to suggest the mechanisms by which
culture becomes a part of each person’s nature” (p. 6). What is significant in Vygotsky’s thought
for our purposes is that what the individual does or can do emerges not from within them but is a
complex process of internalizing what is external.
Leontiev
Leontiev contributed to the development of AT by focusing on action and activity and
drawing attention to the object being created in activity and the objective towards which activity
is conducted as a component of learning. In addition to arguing that tools and concepts mediate
learning, he argued one must account for the actions engaged in and the overall activity towards
which those actions are directed. This activity is socially embedded and can only be understood
as such. For Leontiev “the activity of every individual man depends on his place in society, on
the conditions that are his lot, and on how this lot is worked out in unique, individual
circumstances” (1978, p. 51). Indeed:
society produces the activity of the individuals forming it. Of course, this does not mean
at all that their activity only personifies the relationships of society and its culture. There
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are complex transformations and transitions that connect them so that no direct
transformation of one to the other is possible. (p. 51)
Leontiev goes further saying that not only does society produce the activity but that “a
separate individual does not exist as a man outside society” (p. 22). “Being,” it would seem for
Leontiev, is constituted by socially embedded activity. In the pursuit of a non-essentialist
account of a subject, this proposal is a significant step forward. Leontiev’s conception can be
visualized accordingly:
Tools/Mediating Objects

Object/Objective

(Acting) Subject

Figure 3.1. Second generation AT
Here it helps to remember that activity theory originates from the field of psychology and
that field’s wrestling with questions around the nature of the “subject-object” split. So, for
example, Leontiev will claim “in order for a sensible, visual, or aural image of an object to
appear in a man’s head, it is necessary that an active relationship be established between the man
and his object” (p. 20). This “active relationship” is, for Leontiev, deeply embedded in larger,
more complex social processes. But it is the object/tive that is crucial:
A basic or, as is sometimes said, a constituting characteristic of activity is its objectivity.
Properly, the concept of its object (Gegenständ) is already implicitly contained in the
very concept of activity. The expression “objectless activity” is devoid of any meaning.
Activity may seem object-less, but scientific investigation of activity necessarily requires
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discovering its object. Thus, the object of activity is twofold: first, in its independent
existence as subordinating to itself and transforming the activity of the subject; second, as
an image of the object, as a product of its property of psychological reflection that is
realized as an activity of the subject and cannot exist otherwise. (p. 52)
Every action is embedded in an activity that is driven by or guided towards something. It follows
then that any action or activity (including for our purposes any instance of rhetorical
action/activity) must be placed in relation to its objective. Relatively recently, scholars have
begun to look more closely at the concept of objects and objectives in activity, expanding,
challenging, and complicating Leontiev’s original formulation in ways productive to my
proposed use of AT. Therefore, an extended exploration of this discussion is warranted before
moving forward.
Complicating object/ive(s)
In a special issue of Mind, Culture, and Society (2005), several theorists sought to deepen
and expand the understanding of the notion the “object of activity” as well as clarify ambiguities
and contradictions in the concept as first introduced by Leontiev. For my purposes, V.
Kaptelinin’s, R. Miettinen’s, A. Stetsenko’s, and B. Nardi’s individual contributions to this
volume are especially useful for clarifying the way the object organizes activity. Kaptelinin and
Miettinen (2005) in their introduction noted the central ambiguity of “the object of activity” in
Leontiev’s work is it “allows for both psychological and sociological interpretations” (p. 1).
There is no clear indication as to “how it can and should be used in empirical research” (p. 2).
Kaptelinin (2005) argued that the notion of the “object of activity” as defined by Leontiev
is complicated by “uncertainties and inconsistencies” in the way the notion of “object” or
“objective” is meant or used. Kaptelinin reiterated the importance of the notion of the “object of
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activity” for Leontiev’s thought asserting that it “can be considered the ‘ultimate reason’ behind
various behaviors of individuals, groups, or organizations” (p. 5). It is the “‘sense-maker’ which
gives meaning to and determines values of various entities and phenomena” (p. 5). It is a
particularly “useful conceptual tool helping to structure and interpret otherwise fragmented and
confusing empirical data” (p. 5).
But Kaptelinin noted there is a “linguistic gap” between the two Russian words Leontiev
used for “object”: objekt and predmet. While noting that both words are largely
“interchangeable” in Russian, Kaptelinin argued that a subtle distinction can be made. Namely
objekt “deals mostly with material things existing independently of mind” while predmet “often
means the target or content of a thought or an action” (p. 6).
It is certainly outside the scope of the current project to assess the validity of the
linguistic distinction Kaptelinin identified between objekt and predmet. I simply note that there is
some potential complexity in the notion as discussed by Leontiev. Regardless, the distinction
Kaptelinin introduced is valuable for considering rhetorical activity in complex systems by
providing a conceptual tool for distinguishing between material “objects” that govern activity in
which rhetorical action figures prominently and the “motive” of activity which may be inherent
in the object of activity. For example, as I will demonstrate in Chapters 4 and 5 especially, the
profit-seeking (motive) inheres in a manufactured product (object) but the two are distinct. As I
will demonstrate in Chapter 4, this distinction helps render more precisely the specific object and
objective(s)17 shaping the rhetorical work conducted at the project research site and mediated by
communication technology, particularly across cultures.

17To account for this complexity whereby “objects” be they physical or conceptual are intimately bound up with
often multiple motivations and goals (“objectives”) I henceforth refer to both with the somewhat unwieldy
“object/ive(s)” whenever I am referring to this concept.
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Kaptelinin also identified a “conceptual gap” in the notion of the “object of activity”
particularly as they emerge between Leontiev and Engeström. The gap is created, according to
Kaptelinin, by the fact that for Leontiev the “object of activity” is considered predominantly as a
matter of individual activity, whereas for Engeström activity as such is “understood…as
collective phenomena….Individuals…can only carry out actions within a larger-scale collective
activity system” (p. 10).
As with the potential linguistic gap between objekt and predmet, the validity of
Kaptelinin’s interpretation as such regarding the conceptual gap between Leontiev and
Engeström is somewhat beside the point. The distinction it creates is valuable for interpreting
rhetorical work in a complex, highly mediated, intercultural situation. Sometimes the
individual’s motive will need to be considered and sometimes the larger motive/object of the
activity system as a whole will need to be considered. Sometimes the two in coordination or in
tension will need to be considered. The recognition that individual motives do not necessarily
comport with the motives of a larger system is helpful for pinpointing contradictions in highly
mediated intercultural encounters.
Kaptelinin continues to suggest that we ought to maintain a distinction between the
“object” and the “motive” in an activity (p. 14). One reason for this is that collapsing the two
conceptually (as Kaptelinin argues Leontiev’s original formulation does) prevents us from being
able to distinguish between “true” and “untrue” motives in an activity (p. 13). Another is that
because activity can be “poly-motivated” and without having language to parse out multiple,
potentially competing motives in the determination of an activity’s object, we cannot articulate
which motive is at work and may struggle, both as a practical matter and a matter of analysis, to
resolve conflicts in activity (pp. 13-14). Finally, Kaptelinin’s suggestion aids us in coping with
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the “hierarchy” of motives that are governing the development of any given object of an activity.
Kaptelinin articulates a model where needs (N) shape motives (M) whereby the social context
(SC) and the conditions and means (CM) impel the emergence of a single object (O) of an
activity (A):

Figure 3.2. Kaptelinin, 2005, p.16
As I noted previously, I believe it is important to remember the relationship of motivating goals
and objectives inheres in physical and conceptual “objects,” hence my repeated reference to
“object/ive(s).” But Kaptelinin’s point is well taken and if it becomes salient that the two be
separated in my analysis, I do so.
Miettinen’s (2005) contribution to our understanding of the object of activity is that it
needs to be conceptualized as a “complex and contradictory assembly of heterogeneous materials
embedded in social and economic relationships” (p. 53). Miettinen suggested the “complexity
and multiplicity of an object of activity lies in the fact that it is composed of heterogeneous
entities that are embedded in networks of activities and in economic and political relationships in
a highly differentiated society” (p. 58). Studying the work at a Finnish biotechnology laboratory,
Miettinen proposed that the object of activity is “simultaneously epistemic and practical,” that it
is both an “entity or effect that is largely unknown and that has come about as an object of
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scientific inquiry” (epistemic) as well as the motive for producing practical effects as the result
of that study, for example: “new scientific knowledge about a phenomenon…scientific
publications and using the phenomenon for practical purposes” (p. 59). This
tension/contradiction, Miettinen argued, can also be framed in terms of the Marxist theory of
commodity production, namely the contradiction between “use-value” and “exchange value” (p.
60). The product of scientific research has both a practical use that is in tension with its ability to
be exchanged for money (on the market)—a tension which shapes how the object develops in an
activity. Miettinen then argued that individuals are substantially motivated by a desire for
“recognition” in their pursuit of these objects which in turn shapes the object itself (pp. 62-64).
Each of these components—the nature of the object itself (epistemic/practical), the economic
context in which the object is pursued, and the individual’s desires in pursuit of that object in
activity—determines what it is activity is directed towards. This further complicates how we
conceive of the object in activity.
Stetsenko (2005) further challenged the concept of the object of activity insisting that
individual “human subjectivity,” often effaced by Leontiev and activity theorists as they
conceptualized the social development of objects, needs to be considered as an equal pole in the
“co-evolving” development of objects and actors in activity. Noting that AT evolved as a
“reaction” to dualist psychological conceptions which saw human subjectivity as the product of
some “internal” “mentalist” property of the human mind, Stetsenko argued that in doing so AT
has failed to effectively theorize the human subject as some kind of “agent” within the AT
system. While also wanting to avoid the pitfalls of dualism, Stetsenko wanted to reiterate the
truly dialogical quality of AT (present, as she notes, already in AT’s Marxist roots) that accounts
for a human subjectivity within activity—a notion that “capitalizes on the centrality of subjects”
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(p. 72). To be clear, Stetsenko insisted that “Human subjectivity is not some capacity that exists
in individual heads; evolves on its own, purely mentalist grounds; and develops according to
some inherent laws of nature” (p. 74). Rather, she insisted, “psychological processes emerge
from collective practical involvements of humans with each other and the world around them;
they are governed by objective laws and are subordinate to the purposes of these practical
involvements” (p. 74).
However, any discussion of human activity, specifically objective-oriented activity, still
needs to recognize the extent to which “subjective mechanisms” “co-evolve” with “collective
exchanges and material production” and thus permit “individual participation in collective
processes of material production” (p. 74). For Stetsenko, humans in fact intervene in the
collective social exchanges among people and the material act of production, often in creative
and surprising ways. Thus, any discussion of the object/ive(s) of an activity must take into
account the “pole” of human subjectivity. In other words, AT theorists (and those who would use
it to study, for example, rhetorical activity in intercultural rhetorical situations) must still account
for the individual’s “externalization of psychological processes in products and aspects of the
world developed each time anew in even seemingly mundane activities of individuals” (p. 77).
Building on Vygotsky’s (1986) assertion that “[t]hought is not begotten by thought; it is
engendered by motivation, i.e., by our desires and needs, our interests and emotions” (p. 252),
Nardi (2005) completed this complication of the notion of the “objective of activity” by drawing
attention to the way that “power” and “passion” shape the object/ive(s) of collective or
collaborative activity. Studying the work of a biotechnology research firm, Nardi noted the
extent to which power differentials between scientists in management positions and those
scientists engaged in the primary research of the lab complicated the ability of the collective to
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determine and choose towards which object/ive(s) the group’s activity would be directed.
“Passion” in addition to power also governed the determination of an activity’s object/ive(s).
Scientists’ passion for studying genes that were “interesting” or that had “humanitarian”
potential to do good in the world also dictated which object/ive(s) were pursued in the lab’s
collective activity.
Nardi noted that in the context of her study of a scientific laboratory “[c]onsiderations of
motive, passion, and desire lie outside the scope” of analyzing the nature of scientific work
which is traditionally seen “through the lens of its mechanics” (p. 38). Nardi also noted,
however, that AT tends to discuss the object/ive(s) of activity in a “somewhat bloodless way” as
well and that while some “have pointed out that power relations and conflict are central to
object-oriented activity, in general little sense of the bumptious nature of object construction and
instantiation emerges from the literature” (p. 41). In her qualitative, ethnographic research, Nardi
paid close attention to the ways that power and passion shape the object/ive(s) of the activity.
Nardi presented this gap in AT’s frame of reference as one that can be filled by simply attending
to it when studying activity. But one wonders if simply adding the distinction between “motive”
and “object” (as Kaptelinin suggested) is enough to enable researchers to “see” the passion and
power clearly enough in shared object-oriented activities. It may be difficult to map these
dynamics in an activity as defined by AT (in either Leontiev’s conception or Engeström’s, see
discussion below). The concerns highlighted and framework created by ANT (see discussion
below) prove a useful supplement to the AT perspective precisely inasmuch as it draws attention
to the passionate, power-driven process of “enrolling” and “unenrolling” that occurs between
actants. Before addressing this question, however, it is necessary to discuss AT’s “third
generation” specifically as it was framed by Engeström.
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Third generation AT (Engeström)
In the 1970s and 80s Engeström combined the theories of Vygotsky and Leontiev while
also expanding Vygotsky’s conception of mediated activity. In addition to the concept of a
subject in relation to tools (Vygotsky) and an object/ive (Leontiev), Engeström expanded the
“triangle” to include the “rules and norms” governing an activity, the “community” in which the
subject(s) find themselves when engaged in an activity, and a “division of labor” within the
activity (see Figure 3.3).
Tools/Mediating Artifacts

Object/Objective

Subject

Rules/Norms

Community

Division of Labor

Figure 3.3. Third generation AT
The concepts of rules/norms and “community” in particular expanded the context of the
“social” and “external” in Vygotsky. Because Engeström is also interested in learning (see
Learning by expanding, 1987 and Activity theory in practice, 2010), he is also concerned about
the development of activities over time as well as accounting for change within activities.
Engeström (1999) noted
[a]ccording to activity theory, any local activity resorts to some historically formed
mediating artifacts, cultural resources that are common to the society at large. … Local,
concrete activities, therefore, are simultaneously unique and general, momentary and
durable. In their unique ways, they solve problem by using general cultural means created
by previous generations. (p. 8)
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Here we see an interplay in AT between “mediating artifacts” and “cultural resources”
drawn from what is “common to society at large” so that “local activity” is “historically formed”
that is developed over time. The dimensions of time (“historical”) and change in relation to
activity and its cultural context are important. The theory of activity begins to account for change
over time to a system, a community, and/or an individual.
For AT to serve as a tool of analysis and to account for learning over time, one takes note
of “contradictions” in the activity theory system. A contradiction occurs in any of the mutual
relationships mapped by the system. There may be a breakdown in the way the subject uses a
tool or the way a tool impacts the subject’s relationship to the rules of a community or interferes
with the division of labor. As an example, think of an IT tech who understands the capabilities of
the company software system better than her supervisor. Identifying these contradictions enables
the subject to learn and develop and, perhaps, overcome the contradiction in the system. It also
gives all involved in the system a vocabulary to talk about where things might be breaking down.
Particularly in this “third generation” AT strives to stabilize complex human action that develops
over time and involves directed activity towards the development of “objects” to meet specific
“objectives.”
Furthermore, Engeström and Miettinen believed that activity needs to be considered as
the “unfolding of object-oriented cooperative activity of several actors, focusing on tools and
means of construction of boundary objects in concrete work processes” (1999, p. 7). Engeström
and Miettinen asserted “[i]t is no longer sufficient to focus on singular, relatively isolated
activity systems. Activity theory needs to develop tools for analyzing and transforming networks
of culturally heterogeneous activities through dialogue and debate” (1999, p. 7). My project is an
intervention that attempts precisely to develop such tools.
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Third generation AT also continues to wrestle with the dialectic between the individual
and the collective. An activity system is something conceived of as “from above” and “from
below”:
Activity system as a unit of analysis calls for complementarity of the system view and the
subject’s view. The analyst constructs the activity system as if looking at it from above.
At the same time, the analyst must select a subject, a member (or better yet, multiple
different members) of the local activity, through whose eyes and interpretations the
activity is constructed. (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, p. 10)
Furthermore,
This dialectic between the systemic and subjective-partisan views brings the researcher
into a dialogical relationship with the local activity under investigation. The study of an
activity system becomes a collective, multivoiced construction of its past, present, and
future zones of proximal development. (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999, p. 10)
Third generation AT is well suited for studying what we normally think of as the
“intercultural encounter” precisely because it is concerned with activity conceived as a dialectic
relationship between individual and collective, of actors in community moving in action towards
object/ive(s) mediated by tools, rules, and norms, and a division of labor. This conception brings
an elegant, “loose-tight” framework to the study of activity. “Tight” in the sense that the six
“nodes” in the third generation AT triangle provide specific, interrelated points of focus and yet
“loose” in that the categories reflected by these “nodes” are flexible enough to account for a
substantial range of practices and expressions of those categories.
In recent years Engeström specifically has called for a “fourth generation” version of AT
analysis (Engeström, 2009). While third generation AT assumes relatively stable, bounded
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activity systems, themselves engaging with other, relatively stable activity systems with stable
objects, much work in the highly collaborative and networked globalized context is harder to
describe as “bounded and stable.” Spinuzzi (2012) notes that knowledge work environments are
especially difficult to analyze with a third generation approach (hence the need for a “fourth”
generation). However, I have chosen to focus on and remain at the third generation level of
analysis for a variety of reasons. Though it will be clear in the discussions in Chapters 4, 5, and 6
how distributed and networked the activity at my research site is, being a manufacturing
company, the objects and objectives of the activity are still relatively stable. Of course, this work
has been heavily networked for some time and involves the collaborative efforts of a variety of
individual and collective participants distributed across geographic space, with themselves many
objects and objectives working in accordance with and at cross-purposes with my participants’
objects and objectives. Rather than moving out to a “fourth generation” AT approach to cope
with the complexity, I suggest here coordinating the third generation AT analysis with an ANT
perspective. The heavily networked activity at my research site appears, both to my participants
and to me as a researcher, as the activity of oftentimes black-boxed entities (human and nonhuman) whose relationship with the participants’ and their daily work as that of acting subjects
who are attempting to “enroll” them or “unenroll” them in their own activity, appealing less to
coherent object/ive(s) embedded in stable activity triangles, but are rather simply exertions of
power and persuasion. I believe taking an ANT perspective in this case is more illuminating than
expanding the AT “map” to try and capture the expanding scope of the networked activity in the
nodes of AT’s description of activity.
Yet, as Nardi (2005) has identified, AT may lend itself to a certain “bloodlessness” in its
analysis. More precisely, it may struggle to map certain dynamics, things like the role of “power”
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as a motivating force moving actors towards certain object/ive(s). Miettinen (2005) too draws
attention to a “desire for recognition” as a motivating force for individual actors which, while he
continues to articulate this dynamic in the AT framework, does not map smoothly onto the
“nodes” comprising the AT conception of activity. Indeed, Kaptelinin’s (2005) suggestion
regarding dividing the “object/ive(s) of activity” into “motive” and “objects” signals a “force”
impelling actors (to in turn compel other actors) to shape activity in certain ways. While one
could certainly articulate those motivating dynamics within the AT framework in a sui generis or
prima facie way, a more specific framework for analyzing the work, especially of “power” and
the inanimate forces shaping human activity (and subjectivity, per Stetsenko’s 2005 concern, see
discussion in the section on second generation AT), is warranted. For this I suggest we turn to
actor-network theory, specifically as articulated by Bruno Latour.
Actor-network theory (ANT)
In We have never been modern (1993), Bruno Latour argued that in the “modern
period”18 an entirely artificial conceptual split has developed between “Nature” and “Society.”
Latour argued that this split attempts to provide clean, conceptual (and disciplinary) categories
for dealing with what is in fact a complex and radically connected world in which politics and
science do not play nicely on their respective sides of the methodological fence. Rather, science
is deeply implicated in our political life and our political life is deeply implicated in our scientific
life. His name for this connected-ness is “networked.”
Latour called for a re-assertion of the networked nature of the world in our theorization
and study. He argued that the split was conceptual and invalid anyway (“we have never been
modern” in this sense). Over and against this “Modern Constitution” in which nature and society

18He uses the scientific work of Boyle and the political theorization of Hobbes as touchstones.
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are radically split, we must construct the “Parliament of Things” by opening ourselves up to the
world of people and objects, nature and society, freely and equally so as to recover our vision for
our genuinely networked reality.
In his 2005 Reassembling the social, Latour made a similar argument regarding the work
of sociologists, who, he argued, operate by using as an explanatory tool for the “cause” of things
that in reality should itself be the object of their study, this tool is the concept of “society.” The
“social” is not a thing that explains—it is the thing that should be explained.
Here he gave a much more fleshed out notion of actor-network theory. The world, for
Latour, is radically interconnected, a place where humans and non-human objects “enroll”
(persuade) one another to join them in “assemblages,” clusters of people and objects where
“actors” or “actants” (themselves acting assemblages) use power and persuasion to do things.
“Enrolling” has a unique place in Latour’s conception of the world. While it is never directly
defined by Latour, it carries with it the concept of an actor being “grouped” or “allied” with
some grouping of things and people (e.g., 2005, p. 6). Inasmuch as “power” and “persuasion”
operate in the encounter between actors and assemblages, they are revealed through this process
of “enrolling.” For my purposes, it is helpful to adopt as wide a definition as “enrolling” as
possible. A customer may be “enrolling” a salesperson to join them in the activity of obtaining a
product at the lowest possible price. A smartphone application may be “enrolling” its user to
update the program by signaling via notification in the application itself. In my project, I will talk
about communication technologies “inviting” participants to “invent” others. Our ability to see
this component of activity, however, is enabled by conceiving activity as in this way “flat,” with
action happening between humans, yes, but also non-humans amidst the activity.
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In this network there are “mediators” and “intermediaries.” Intermediaries help transition
and enact things without changing the things in and of themselves. Mediators, on the other hand,
help actors transition and enact while transforming both the action and the actor in the process
(Latour, 2005, pp. 38–39). I discuss this distinction at greater length in the later section about
Coordinating AT and ANT. At this point, however, it is important to note that for Latour the
complexity of the mediator/intermediary is irrelevant. A complex computer can be an
“intermediator,” simply transmitting information without transformation. However, a simple
handwritten note, as in the extended example I give later in the section on coordinating AT and
ANT, can be a complex “mediator.” In his proposal for a new kind of sociology, Latour called
for researchers in sociology to cease deploying “society” as a causal, explanatory concept and
instead “follow the actors themselves” as they move through (what we used to call the “social”)
and track the way they use mediators and intermediaries to build the social.
Also of significance for my purposes is the indeterminacy Latour introduced to the
concept of “culture” from an actor-network perspective. Indeed, in We have never been modern,
Latour (1993) boldly asserted that “there are no cultures” (p. 103). He noted that anthropology
(conceived in its primarily Western role as a discipline) is thoroughly capable of ignoring the
sharp “nature/society” split when abroad, studying the “Other.” But when it “comes home” as a
discipline and attempts to study its “own” “society,” it once again reverts to the nature/society
split and is unable to make similarly networked connections in its study there. In this context:
“Network analysis extends a hand to anthropology, and offers it the job that has been ready and
waiting” (Latour, 1993, p. 104).
The problem is illustrated by the concept of cultural relativism, the question of how
cultures relate, how they are compared and, ultimately, evaluated. Latour (1993) asserted
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[i]t is the peculiar trait of Westerners that they have imposed, by their official
Constitution, the total separation of humans and nonhumans—the Internal Great
Divide—and have thereby artificially created the scandal of the others. “How can one be
Persian?” How can one not establish a radical difference between universal Nature and
relative culture? (p. 104)
He continued:
But the very notion of culture is an artifact created by bracketing Nature off. Culturesdifferent or universal do not exist, any more than nature does. There are only naturescultures, and these offer the only possible basis for comparison....[M]oderns do not
separate humans from nonhumans any more than the ‘others’ totally superimpose signs
and things. (Latour, 1993, p. 104)
In a radical turn, Latour (1993) asserted that “[t]he solution appears along with the
dissolution of the artifact of cultures” (p.106). He argued for this solution because
All natures-cultures are similar in that they simultaneously construct human, divinities
and non-humans. None of them inhabits a world of sign or symbols arbitrarily imposed
on an external Nature known to us alone....[W]e construct both our human collective and
the nonhumans that surround them.” (Latour, 1993, p. 106)
For Latour, culture should not be considered a static, given point of study all by itself because he
calls into question its very construction.
Due to the ideological baggage associated with cultural constructions, Latour suggested
that there are no such things as “cultural” tools. In my project, I propose that this indeterminacy
regarding the nature of “culture” also be brought in to the analysis and doing so serves as a
productive supplement to the AT analysis. Whereas AT moves through a relatively stable set of
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relations which may be the locations of “contradictions,” ANT picks as a point of reference
anything involved in activity (even inanimate objects) and traces how it is “acting,” that is
influencing behavior and “enrolling” (persuading) others with which it is in relation to achieve
whatever ends it may. Indeed, it is this expansion of the conception of what “counts” in our
analysis of any given context is what Lynch and Rivers (2015) see as so valuable in Latour from
a rhetoric and writing studies perspective (see discussion in Chapter 2) and what is compelling
for my project here.
Coordinating AT and ANT
At this point I should say: activity theory and actor-network theory have not historically
played well with one another. Spinuzzi argued the two have been “sniping” at one another for
some time (2008, p. 62) and have yet to have a true “dialogue,” much less some kind of
theoretical détente or productive collaboration.19 Ultimately, Spinuzzi saw AT and ANT as
addressing different matters of concern and suggested, rather than one being conceived of as
superior or inferior to the other, one must determine what is of most interest at any given
moment and use the theory more appropriate to studying that dynamic or element.
That said, forging a “middle way” between theories is not my intent with this project.
Rather, I intend to build on Spinuzzi’s insight. Instead of simply relegating use of one theory or
the other to focusing on disparate matters of concern, i.e., matters of learning over time (AT) vs.
matters of power, persuasion (ANT), I will coordinate the disparate visions of AT and ANT in
order to attend to both these dynamics at once, as appropriate, in my research’s site’s shared
activity. This approach provides depth to our theoretical field of vision, particularly when it
comes to intercultural rhetorical encounters.

19 For an excellent summary of the sniping, see Spinuzzi, 2008, pp. 62-63.
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My proposal is that we conceive of AT and ANT as looking at activity on interrelated but
different levels. The metaphorical language of “higher” and “lower” when applied to concepts is
fraught with potential value judgments that I am not interested in re-instantiating. Rather, I want
to think of AT and ANT as engaging the same material or field of activity and explaining the
same actions and activity in mutually productive ways. Perhaps the appropriate metaphor is the
relationship of Newtonian physics (AT) to quantum mechanics (ANT). Depending on what one
is trying to do—play billiards or split an atom—one will be more appropriate than the other but
neither ought to be necessarily privileged as a description of the world.
AT helps us define activity at a more “simplified” level, at the level where most people
might more easily agree about what is happening—what actors are involved, what goals are
being pursued, what tools are being used, and so on. AT is the more intuitive level at which to
evaluate dynamics. It is also much simpler to map empirically. While pinpointing object/ive(s)
may be challenging, on one level they are relatively easy to identify in any given activity
(especially in matters of business production). Tracing actors, tools, rules, communities and a
division of labor is also relatively easy.
ANT enables us to begin asking harder questions about the (perhaps) sublimated
dynamics of power, as well as draws our attention to the way the inanimate world of “things” is
in fact shaping and “acting” within the system. This latter point, that of “symmetry” between
what we think of as “intentional” human actors and “acting” “things,” is especially valuable in
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noting how our activity is being shaped outside the purview of, for example, the relatively stable
“nodes” in the AT system (See figure series 3.4-3.7 below).
Tools

Object/Objective

Subject

Rules

Community

Figure 3.4. AT activity

Actor

Figure 3.5. ANT relations

82

Div. of Labor

Tools

Actor/Subject

Object/Objective

Rules

Community

Div. of Labor

Figure 3.6. AT coordinated with ANT

Actor/Tool
s

Subject

Rules

Object/Objective

Community

Div. of Labor

Figure 3.7. AT coordinated with ANT (con.)
Different concepts of “mediation/mediators”
In coordinating the two theoretical frames, it is also important to recognize that AT and
ANT use the concept of “mediator” differently. In an AT system, “mediation” is focused on the
enabling or “contradicting” dynamic of artifacts and tools as they aid individual and collective
actors in reaching their goals and objectives. Rules/norms, communities, and the division of
labor also “mediate” the activity in the sense that they, ideally, give actors structures and
enabling “affordances” (Bærensten & Trettvik, 2002) to complete their work. Qualities of the
relationships between these same elements may “contradict” the process, creating social “double

83

binds” (Engeström, 1987, p. 174) that prevent that work. But the mapping and tracing work of
the AT system is more “static” or “definitional.”
From an ANT perspective, “mediation” is more concerned with the explicitly
“transformational” dynamic of actors’/actants’ activity. The question is to what extent any
(especially inanimate) actor is “mediating” an encounter (changing the inputs as they are
transmitted to other actors) or simply “intermediating” (transmitting outputs without
transformation to other actors).
This distinction is important, but difficult to manage on the fly. It may help to think of an
example, say, a lover’s communication of affection to their beloved using a card. The card may
be store bought or handwritten. Or a lover may purchase a card from the store and supplement
the pre-composed poem or expressions of love in the card with their own handwritten note. From
an AT perspective, any form of card serves as a “mediating” tool. The card “mediates” the love
of the lover to the beloved (the object/ive of their love). The activity of love-expression-via-card
is mediated by (and in part “defined” by) the card. From an AT perspective “contradictions” can
appear (e.g., perhaps the beloved is blind and the card contains no braille). But to note with any
more precision the interaction between the tool’s form and the “success” of completing the
activity, we also must look at the rules and norms of card giving in conjunction with the
communities the lover and beloved in habit and what the expectations of the division of labor20
in card-giving.
From an ANT perspective, one rather says that the card itself either “intermediates” or
“mediates” the activity of expressing love to the beloved. Here “intermediates” means essentially
the same thing as AT does when it says the card “mediates” the love of the lover to the beloved.

20Good heavens, Nardi (2005) was right! How frightfully “bloodless”!
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The love is “intermediated” in ANT by the card when the love is transmitted, untransformed, to
the beloved. But ANT also wants to look for instances where the “intermediating” tool
“mediates” that love, for example, by “transforming” it in some way. From an ANT perspective,
a card with a thoughtful, lovingly written expression of that love, transforms it (“mediating” it in
an ANT sense) into something more, perhaps a deeper expression of love, in a way the storebought card may not. But being able to tell whether the card is mediating or intermediating the
lover’s love, will require a fuller analysis of the power and persuasion dynamics21 of the loverbeloved relationship. Visually it also may help to remember:
intermediary (ANT) = mediating tool (AT)
mediator (ANT) = transforming actor/actant/tool
Given AT and ANT theorists somewhat testy relationship, this approach may satisfy very
few. But the attempt to coordinate these two methods is to concede the in situ complexity of
technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters. The methods must somehow cope
with that complexity in non-reductive ways without sacrificing their ability to provide some kind
of stability for analytical purposes. Before this coordinated method can be applied to specific
instances of technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters, I must address the
knotty problem of what I mean by “culture” in an intercultural rhetorical encounter, mediated or
otherwise.
The theoretical challenge of “culture”
At the base of all study of culture is the question of what precisely the relationship of the
Universal (that which is shared by all humans) is to the Particular (that which is unique to any

21A far less “bloodless” approach than the analysis of the “rules/norms” of card giving, and, I would argue, a more
accurate description of the relationships of lovers and beloveds, indeed of people in general.
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given individual or group of individuals over and against all others). From an ethical or social
justice perspective, the question is refined: How do we ascribe “universality” to any given
human’s or group of humans’ activity without erasing or effacing their differences, subsuming
them to our equally particular perspective? This study embraces AT’s fundamental claim that
“human activity…is the basic form of life for people” (Stetsenko, 2005, p. 72). The study more
specifically takes Leontiev’s claim (discussed in the section on second generation AT) that the
notion of an “objectless activity” is “devoid of any meaning” (2009, p. 86) as a key “universal”
one can ascribe to human activity. As a positive claim, we can say “all human activity is
object/ive(s)-oriented.” Whatever else may make human activity distinctive, it is motivated by
something to do something.22

22Here returning to the discussion in Chapter 2 of Thatcher’s (2012) work, the object/ive(s) orientation of all
activity is the first and foremost “etic” category for my intercultural analysis. The remaining nodes in the AT
triangle are also the basic universal categories of all human activity, regardless of “cultural” difference. Yet, there
lingers here a persistent problem regarding the question of actors’ “intention” in activity and the extent to which
actors (and those researching actors’ activity) understand and can articulate their motivations in relationship with
object/ive(s). But determining cultural others’ “intentions” is even more complicated given the potential for
difference in symbolic fields in which the action is taking place. Yet so much of navigating intercultural encounters
is attempting to suss out a cultural others’ intention in any given moment. Here AT’s concern with the external,
material actions and relationships organized around an externalized object/ive renders the question somewhat moot.
Actors’ intentions may never be clear to us as observing others. Actors themselves may not be clear about their
motivations, the objects and objectives they are pursuing, but their actions cannot be rendered coherent without
reference to object/ives however muddled, sublimated, or misdirected they may seem/be in any particular instance.
ANT’s principle of “symmetry” where “human and nonhuman actants are treated alike when considering how
controversies are settled” (Spinuzzi, 2015, p. 23) is also especially helpful in negotiating the question of
“intentionality” when attempting to sort out the motives of actors by looking not inward but to the material impact
any actor has on a given situation. This notion of symmetry is useful for reminding us that there are “intending
actors” that linger outside our field of vision (“plasma” in Latour, 2005). Though note that it is precisely this failure
to account for actors’ “intentionality” in activity that Miettinen (1999) believes is a weakness of ANT’s ability to
analyze activity. Nardi (2005), as discussed earlier, thinks that the powers and passions motivating people should be
considered—and as with any discussion of individual “motivation” the question of “intent” is not far behind. Indeed,
the problem of “intention” is made especially clear by Stetsenko (2005) who noted that “for Vygotsky the transitions
from inter-subjective to intra-subjective forms of psychological processes by means of cultural mediation was at the
forefront of analysis” (p.74). Inasmuch as we can describe “intention” as an “intra-subjective form of psychological
process,” its complex relationship with “inter-subjective” forms challenges unproblematic notions of “intention.”
Here I want to thread a very fine needle that both accounts for individual motivation in the ways that Miettinen,
Nardi, Kaptelinin, and Stetsenko all believe is necessary but also recognizes the difficulty of mapping participants’
“intention” (even by participants themselves), and resist the impulse to speak too confidently about what participants
are “intending to do” apart from their own articulation of those intentions and the empirically revealed or material
evidence of that intentionality. For the purposes of this project, it does not necessarily matter what is happening
“inside” a person’s head, what we might think of as some kind of internal, psychological “intention” apart from its
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In this respect, the theoretical frames for this study are well suited for helping researchers
study the particularly “interactional” nature of intercultural encounters. They allow us to
pinpoint the shared organizing object/ive(s) at the heart of the encounter (in the case of AT) or
trace the “contact” of actants “enrolling” and “unenrolling” one another from their activity (in
the case of ANT). But they do not intuitively answer the question of what “culture” “is” as an
entity or concept. AT, even when described as “cultural historical activity theory,” never gives a
clear indication as to what precisely “cultural” denotes. One gets the impression it is simply the
entire complex of tool use practiced in accordance to certain rules and norms in particular
communities along lines of certain divisions of labor towards particular object/ives—and
whatever emerges from that nexus of components is “culture.”23 In the case of Latour, especially
in We have never been modern, he simply explodes the concept of “culture” as an object as such,
instead calling us to trace a different set of relations altogether.

material expression in the empirically observable world. What is only relevant is the empirically describable world
in which objects/objectives/motives are being rendered. If actors/actants determine the empirically described goal or
object is not the object/ive they want to pursue because it does not match their “internal” desires and motivations, it
is only visible to us to the extent they make that contradiction visible to us in interviews, other participants, etc. We
may be able to pinpoint disconnects between stated object/ives and what we observe in the activity, but this does not
give us license to articulate the participants’ “intentions” without qualification. There is a long history, religious,
philosophical, and political for this kind of focus on the external and empirical as most meaningful in interpreting
human activity. Here I am thinking of religious texts like the ancient Jewish prophet Hosea’s assertion that “He has
shown you, O mortal, what is good. And what does the Lord require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to
walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8, NIV). Or this same notion’s remediation in the Christian New Testament:
“What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save
them? Suppose a brother or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them, ‘Go in peace; keep
warm and well fed,’ but does nothing about their physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if
it is not accompanied by action, is dead” (James 2:14-17, NIV). From a philosophical perspective, one might
consider Marx’s emphasis on the superiority of the vita activa (active life) versus the interior “contemplative” life.
See discussion in Arendt’s The Human Condition (1998, esp. pp. 12-17) for a useful discussion of the terms history.
In the socio-political realm one thinks of James Baldwin’s indictment of white supremacy’s appeal to its “good
intentions” in defense against allegations of systemic racism: “I can’t believe what you say because I see what you
do” (interview on Dick Cavett Show, June 13, 1968).
23Note specifically when Engeström defines “tertiary contradictions” as appearing “when representatives of culture
(e.g., teachers) introduce the object and motive of a culturally more advanced form of the central activity into the
dominant form of the central activity. For example, the primary school pupil goes to school in order to play with his
mates (dominant motive), but the parents and the teacher try to make him study seriously (the culturally more
advanced motive). The culturally more advanced object and motive may also be actively sought by the subjects of
the central activity themselves” (quoted in Spinuzzi, 2008, pp. 72-73).
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And yet, “culture” persists as an idea, a concept, even when it is not articulated. Putting it
in the language of AT we might say that “culture” is very much a conceptual “tool” that humans
call upon with varying degrees of precision to accomplish certain goals and objectives. Returning
briefly to the example from Chapter 1, my supervisor called upon a conceptual tool, namely the
notion of a “they” (south Asian Indian off-shored workers) as characterized by “those who do
not think outside the box” (a general cultural explanation) to articulate why a certain set of
objectives was difficult to meet in shared activity with “them.” In this respect, even if as scholars
we might agree with Latour that “culture” is not an unproblematically defined “thing” in the
world, it very much as a kind of “virtual reality” among humans that is called upon to
accomplish very material goals and objectives.
Furthermore, it is simply not enough to assert that because “culture” is so ill-defined24
we cannot discuss it or use it as a tool. Indeed, attempting to simply insist the notion out of
existence may only serve to sublimate the concept and rob people of a way to talk about their
contexts and the differences they are experiencing.25 Rather, the concept must be faced head on,
even within the frameworks I am calling upon in this project, and in dialogue with the scholarly
work that has been done in “cultural” and “intercultural studies” proper.
The current study takes certain ready-to-hand assumptions about where cultural
difference might originate (i.e., national origin, primary languages, geographic migration, etc.) as
a starting point for attempting to articulate potential sites of unique particularity (in contrast to

24For one particularly helpful articulation of the complex definitions associated with “culture” see Geertz (1973, pp.
4-5). See also the discussion below.
25My suspicion is that the backlash to “political correctness” identified as a potential driving force behind the global
political shift seen in 2016-2017 with the “Brexit” referendum in the UK, the election of Donald Trump in the US,
and the rise of rightwing nationalist groups in Europe may be driven by the assertion that you “can’t” or “shouldn’t
say” (as a matter of precision) certain things about “culture” coupled with a failure to articulate for people a positive
framework or language for speaking about “difference” that was not reductive or stereotypical and therefore
susceptible to aiding ethnocentrism and racism.
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the “universality” discussed above). However, they are utilized provisionally, with an
understanding of the way they serve to establish a “virtual reality” notion of culture. The goal
ultimately is to test the extent to which ready-to-hand notions of culture are complicated or even
eliminated when looked at through the prisms of AT and ANT. Before indicating precisely how
this was done, it is important to articulate more clearly the difficulties with current conceptions
of “culture” as they are generally studied even in scholarly contexts.

Hall, Hofstede, Geertz, and Appadurai26
Pillar (2009) notes that a theoretical and definitional indeterminacy tends to make
scholars hesitant to deploy the concept of “culture.” Pillar writes, “[F]rom a research perspective
a definition of ‘culture’ as ‘complex, differently defined, and tied to group membership’ is
useless because it cannot be operationalized” (p. 5). The conceptual muddiness at the outset
hobbles studies of intercultural encounters. Even with clarity in defining culture, problems
persist in applying those definitions in concrete situations (i.e., “operationalizing” them).
Determining whether one is even in an “intercultural” encounter can be difficult and even more
so which rhetorical choices one should make when communicating via technology with someone
from a different culture. In other words, someone in Buenos Aires may understand they are
emailing a “Yemeni” colleague but not really know what the differences between their two
cultures are, much less the impact they might have on how they ought to compose that email.
The research on culture and intercultural interaction often appears limitless but several
major theorists’ work recurs, especially in rhetoric and writing studies research that is attuned to
culture or the “intercultural” rhetorical context. For example, Hall’s conception of “high” and

26This section is adapted from my forthcoming chapter “Activity Theory, Actor-Network Theory, and Culture in the
21st Century” in Thinking globally, composing locally: Rethinking online writing in the age of the global internet
edited by Rice and St. Amant.
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“low” context cultures has been particularly significant for those studying communication and
rhetoric. Hall (1976) conceived of cultural communication on a continuum from “high” to “low.”
Here cultures that share context indirectly communicate meaning and are “high” on the
continuum. Cultures that require a great deal of information to be stated explicitly are “low” on
the continuum. For example, in a low context culture, an invitation to dinner at “5:00pm” may be
interpreted as an exact time at which the party is expected to commence. In a high context
culture, a “5:00pm” invitation may be understood to be an invitation to arrive as early as 2:00 or
as late as 8:00 depending on a host of “cultural” factors all expected to be known by both parties
implicitly.
The difficulty of applying Hall’s model in any given situation reveals itself especially in
technologically mediated situations. While “silence” may communicate a great deal in a high
context culture, it may not be possible to determine whether failure to reply to an email (think of
our example above) is a silence-that-communicates or the result of a disruption in the
telecommunication network which prevented the email from arriving altogether. Hall’s
conceptions of cultural communication are difficult to put “into practice” especially when
technology mediates an encounter.
Hofstede’s work (2001, 2010) and the GLOBE study (House et al., 2004), which
extended it, is another example that continues to be widely influential. Hofstede’s cultural
“dimension” indices provide an intuitive tool for thinking through cultural difference and
navigating intercultural encounters. The Power Distance index establishes the extent to which
those with little power in a culture tolerate and accept the unequal distribution of power. The
Uncertainty Avoidance index determines the extent to which culture can tolerate ambiguity.
Individualism vs. collectivism indicates whether people in a culture see themselves as

90

individuals when related to others or as members of a group or groups. Masculinity vs.
femininity traces the extent to which a culture exhibits characteristic stereotypically ascribed to
men (e.g., “competitiveness”) or women (e.g., “caring”). Long-term orientation vs. short-term
orientation describes whether a culture orients itself to traditions by honoring and keeping them
(short-term) or by adapting pragmatically to circumstance when solving problems. Indulgence
vs. restraint indicates whether on the whole a culture restrains the expression of human desires or
is more tolerant towards their expression.
But it is not clear what steps any individual should take in an intercultural encounter
based on scores in these dimensions beyond running through the possible dimensional elements
and trying to see which might apply. If Maria is from the United States and emailing Fatima
from Germany, neither can simply assume the extent to which the other expresses her culture’s
general tendency on any given dimension. They may be unique in their expression of any given
dimension. Germans may have a much higher score in the Long-Term Orientation index than the
United States, but any individual German may have more in common with an American in this
respect. There is no guarantee that the dimensional scores apply in a given moment since the
information about a country’s cultural dimension is aggregate and not individual.
Beyond the difficulty of determining what specific cultural value is operant in any
specific instance of an intercultural encounter is the question of whether what is most basic about
cultural difference is in fact differences in “values.” Defining cultural differences along the lines
of differing “values” (as many scholars do, see discussion in Chapter 2), without reference to the
objects or objectives of human activity often gives the impression that cultural actors simply
moving through the world acting “individually” for individualism’s sake or “high contextually”
for high-context-ness’s sake. Without a more precise rendering of what a “value” is, especially as
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it is one operant and oriented in various activities, even the most seasoned of cultural scholars
may never move past this basic error of stereotyping.27
In comparison to Hall and Hofstede, Geertz (1973), fully aware of the problems with
defining culture, suggested “culture” includes “webs of significance [humans themselves have]
spun” (p. 5). Here the notion of a culture as “web” we “spin” adds a sense of agency and
subjectivity. However unconsciously, we are participants in creating the meaning we convey in
our culture. These complex and interconnecting significations can only be approached
“interpretively” or “hermeneutically.” Geertz’s work is that of an anthropologist, carefully and
consistently engaged in the search for cultural meaning making from both insider and outsider
perspectives. But like Hofstede, Geertz’s definition is difficult to operationalize. Workers have
neither the time nor wherewithal to necessarily engage in deep ethnographic study in order to
communicate, troubleshoot, and plan thoroughly with cultural others. Geertz also rarely gives
clear indication as to how one orients one’s self to the objectives of the web-spinning activity.
Instead, many people understand culture only in terms of difference. “Culture” is a
boundary defining concept, something that is intrinsically not something else. Appadurai (1996)
suggested that the “cultural” be thought of as “only those differences that either express, or set
the groundwork for, the mobilization of group identities” (1996, p. 13). Appadurai focused on
interaction, the interplay of groups and individuals acting differently. Appadurai pinpoints

27The problem of reducing cultures to values and values to culture is discussed and lucidly critiqued by Taras &
Steel (2009). See especially pp. 41-44. Especially insightful for our purpose is their assertion that: “It is ironic that
despite the general agreement that values could be observed ‘only through behavior’ (Hofstede, 2001, p. 10), most
scholars chose to operationalizable culture via self-reported values and not via directly observable practices. This
choice is partly understandable, as cross-cultural samples are uniformly difficult to obtain under the best of
conditions, making the more easily obtained attitudinal value surveys very tempting, aside from also being the
traditional method for quantifying cultures. Unfortunately, due to the focus on values, to the exclusion of other
aspects of culture, in the empirical literature, the nature and magnitude of the relationship between different layers of
culture remains unknown, and it is still uncertain whether measuring solely values adequately captures the construct
of culture” (p. 42).
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specific sites of encounter between cultures. Like Hofstede, he is concerned with “dimensions”
vs. static, conceptual “substances” (1996, pp. 12-13). He concentrated on action and movement,
what he calls “global cultural flows” (1996, p. 37).
But just as Hall’s continuum and Hofstede’s national dimension scores are difficult to
translate to action, it is not obvious how to convert Appadurai’s conceptions into discrete
evaluative or interpretive actions. He, like Geertz, took the stance of an anthropologist, reflecting
deeply and broadly on the “flow” of cultural signification, its meaning, its complex dynamics.
Like Geertz, Appadurai called upon the tools and approach of the anthropologist. Because
cultures are so complex and ever changing his approach provides little by way of concrete
framework(s) for efficiently analyzing individual intercultural encounters further complicated by
technological mediation.
Hall, Hofstede, Geertz, and Appadurai together illustrate the expanding foci of studying
culture and the intercultural encounter. They focus on the individual thinking cultural subject
acting in any manner of probabilistic ways (Hall, Hofstede), the cultural subject’s role in
“weaving” a “web of meaning” (Geertz), and the significance of “difference” (correlated to
group identity and activity) as the site of culture all while recognizing the broad powerful
“flows” that circulate globally and shape/reshape any set of cultural practices (Appadurai).
However, the difficulty in “operationalizing” these conceptions persists.
It is my methodological proposal here that one way to cope with the difficulty is to accept
the most common sites of potential cultural difference and their material expression in the world
(nationality, language, geography, and self-identification) and then situate those sites of potential
difference within the relatively “open” frameworks given to us by AT and ANT. This way the
coordination between these concepts or expressions of what we commonly think of as “cultural”
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markers/identifiers are “relativized” to the activity of participants toward discrete object/ives.
Markers of cultural difference as themselves the motivating force of individuals’ actions in
activity can be both critiqued and utilized as tools inasmuch as they make sense within the
activity system or encounters between actants enrolling and unenrolling one another.
The solution methodologically is not to reject outright national or linguistic markers as
evidence of the “cultural”—they in fact may mark those substantive “differences which mobilize
group identities.” Rather I begin with them as potential, provisional sites of difference and then
situate those differences within the activity to see if and how the differences impinge upon the
pursuit of the goals/objectives of the activity in materially visible ways. Following Appadurai’s
notion that global culture is determined by global “flows” it makes sense to mark the extent to
which participants have experienced that “flow” for themselves in the form of migration. One’s
patterns and practices of life are impacted by the places you live, so migration histories are
another way to refine the definition of someone’s “culture.” And of course, given the concern in
both AT and ANT that researchers attend to the perspective “from below,” it is important that
actors in the system have a say in how they are defined—which group identities they take up,
accept or reject. Indeed, this last way of identifying individuals’ “culture” from an ethics
standpoint is the most important (see discussion in Chapter 7).
This approach also allows us to begin acknowledging culture’s “virtual reality” in such a
way that it can be related first to the AT activity system and then the ANT process of
enrolling/unenrolling or the process of inter/mediation. This complex, provisional identification
of participants’ “culture” can then be interrogated within the AT and ANT frameworks (or vice
versa). This approach is intended to prevent us from taking too much for granted in terms of
what culture “is” or is (or is not) “doing” in any given rhetorical situation. At the same time,
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coordinating AT and ANT as theoretical frameworks to study the intercultural rhetorical
encounter may allow researchers and participants to “operationalize” an understanding of the
intercultural context and provide concrete steps for analysis and participation in the way that
most conceptions of culture do not.
Defining rhetoric
Given my project’s interest in technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical
encounters, it makes sense to briefly discuss what I mean by “rhetoric” and more specifically the
rhetorical “encounter.” Rhetoric has always been a question of how language is used, how
discourse is structured and authorized.28 Since Aristotle, at least, rhetoric has been defined in
some form or another as dealing with the “available means of persuasion” (Rhetoric, I.2). As the
field has grown and expanded, a credible case can be made that rhetoric in fact structures our
very way of being, i.e., it is epistemic or “ontological” (Brummett, 1979).
For my own part I prefer to define rhetoric as “situated discourse in the service of
persuasion.” I take an as expansive view of these terms as possible. To say that rhetoric is
discourse is to say that it pertains to language but also the meaningful absence of language
(silence or listening as “rhetorical” see Ratcliffe, 2005 and Glenn, 2004). And by “discourse” I
mean not only the individual uses of language between individuals or groups in the service of
persuasion, but also the Foucauldian, “big D” notion of Discourse as the structuring and
authorizing uses of language that enable and constrain what can or cannot be said in an historical
epoch.

28This structuring and authorizing may happen at the level of individual interactions or the level of “Discourse” as a
governing authoritative structure that authorizes some knowledge over others, a process explored throughout
Foucault’s work, but especially in The Archeology of Knowledge (1982).
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To say that this discourse is “situated” is to say that rhetoric only makes sense in a given
situation or context. I am borrowing the categories of AT and ANT to think about the context
(and the intercultural context) of rhetorical encounters. Rhetoric, from the AT perspective, is in
on sense a tool, used according to rules/norms, determined by individuals embedded in historical
communities, and in accordance with established or ad hoc divisions of labor toward some
object/ive(s). Rhetoric cannot be reduced to just a “tool” in the AT system, however, as it is used
to not only achieve objectives or develop objects, but also to determine and define the
rules/norms by which it operates, the boundaries of communities acting subjects inhabit, and the
divisions of labor that structure its use in an activity. But, per ANT, the “rhetorical situation” is
also subject to far less stable relations of “loose” and “tight” assemblages whose object/ive(s) are
invisible or inaccessible to us, whose suasive activities (especially if they are those of an
inanimate object) are not directed to object/ive(s) necessarily accessible to us.
To say that this situated discourse operates “in the service of persuasion” is to
acknowledge that the most basic of discursive activities is to persuade others to act with us in
various situations and towards various goals and objectives (in the language of ANT “enroll” and
“unenroll”). Even discursive practices that we think of as simply “information sharing” without a
clearly “persuasive” intent, say, the answer to a question, is still structured with a view toward
getting the questioner to accept the answer, not simply transferring something from one person to
another. But one can go even deeper, and assert that rhetoric is indeed “ontological” and
“epistemic” (per Brummett, 1979) in that any discursive exchange or encounter also seeks to
persuade others to join us in a world-building or meaning-making project whose limit cannot
necessarily predetermined.
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I have chosen to speak of rhetorical “encounters” as opposed to “communication” so as to
cast as wide a conceptual net as possible, capturing a variety of possible sites of contact between
my participants without over determining at the outset whether their contact is negative or
positive or even towards what object/ive(s) the discursive choices and practices are directed. The
key qualifying points as to what “encounters” should be the point of focus in my project have to
do with whether they are “technologically mediated” and to what extent they can plausibly be
described as “intercultural.” The former is relatively easy to establish: Is the encounter
happening via a communication technology? The latter, as I noted in the discussion above, is
much more challenging to establish. But as discussed above and below, I provide a heuristic
approach to thinking about possible sites of “cultural” difference to determine if and how they
are defined and transformed by technology.
Method
To establish a data set in which I might explore these relationships of rhetoric,
technology, activity, and culture, I took an “embedded (multiple units of analysis)” case study
approach (Yin, 2009, pp. 46-47, see below for a description of the three embedded units of
analysis for this particular project). To complete the case study, I:
1. identified among the population of both research sites (Site A and Site F), with the aid
of my primary contact at the company, Esteban, discrete work processes at the
organization with a clearly defined objective or product, requiring (or resulting in) a
significant amount of communication using communication technologies (email, instant
messaging, cell phone/smartphone texting, smartphone apps, or shared intra-company
Googledocs) to reach the goal or develop the product. Different processes mediated by
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communication technology (at least one, no more than four) were identified in
consultation with participants and studied for comparison purposes.
2. identified, within the above process and with the aid of Esteban, via a modified
snowball sampling process, individuals determined to be from different “cultures.”
National identifiers (e.g., “Mexican,” “American,” etc.) provided an initial guide to
choosing participants. Cultural differences were identified and confirmed in preobservation interviews by asking participants about their first/primary language and
migration history.
3. observed interactions between approximately 17 individuals, participants whose
exchanges were mediated by communication technologies including 5-10 email
exchanges, a little more than 2,050 WhatsApp instant messages/chats exchanged between
individuals and groups over the course of May to September, 2016, and notes exchanged
between a principal participant and a customer via forms created on Google Drive, cloudbased software.
4. conducted twelve semi-structured interviews between May and September, 2016, with
nine participants who were available, given the flexibility of their work, to establish both
their place in the company-as-shared-activity-system and to evaluate their perspective on
the communication technology’s impact on observed exchange. Where pre- and postobservation interviews were not possible, I strove to conduct at least one or the other with
a given participant. Throughout I attempted to conduct “member checks” with
participants (by email and/or phone) as available to ensure accuracy of description and
analysis of their observed involvement in the identified processes. Among the population
of approximately 80 employees at both companies, 70 of whom worked in shifts on the
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factory floor, the nine participants I selected for interviews and observations were those
whose work schedules were flexible enough to accommodate time for interviews,
observations, and follow ups. Consequently, all interview participants were selected from
management and administrative positions at both sites.
5. identified during observations, interviews, and in consultation with participants, other
individuals and/or processes it was relevant to observe/interview for further insight into
research questions or for comparison to the process being observed at present. This
secondary identification of people and processes sought to aid in achieving “theoretical
saturation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1999, p. 61) within the limits proposed in #3 above.
I transcribed the interviews and copied the resulting text of individual interview “turns”
into an Excel file to aid coding. I copied the content of certain key artifacts (e.g., screen captures
of IM exchanges) and field notes from key observations into Excel sheets to aid my coding
process. I coded eight interviews with five principal participants for analysis. I coded my data
using Spinuzzi’s (2013) categories of starter, open, and axial codes. I identified starter codes as
AT elements (i.e., acting subject, tool, rules/norms, object/ive(s), division of labor, communities,
contradiction) as well as ANT elements (mediator [ANT], intermediator, actor [ANT], etc.).
Because of the focus on culture and technological mediation, I took note of instances of
technologically mediated encounters between participants and those that could be plausibly
coded as “intercultural” technologically mediated encounters. Explicit references to culture or
cultural difference by participants I coded as “culture.” I designated as “open” codes that
emerged in the interviews those recurring concepts that did not fit in the other categories but
seemed salient in context. Some examples of open codes I identified were “history” (referring to
historical change at the company, for instance in the communications code) or “rhetorical
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preference” (referring to a participant’s preferences in engaging others whether face-to-face or
via specific technologies). I identified as “Axial” codes those instances that marked relationships
across the various codes. The most significant of these was “mediation” that illustrated, for
example, how and when participants utilized different tools for different purposes, say, when
communication tools became increasingly private for sensitive conversations (e.g., WhatsApp
group, email, face-to-face).
Using this coding, along with my field notes, and journal reflections, I mapped and
analyzed relationships within the AT frameworks, supplemented and disrupted by ANT
categories. I first mapped out the work of the research site and its major relationships with
customers and suppliers (see Figure 4.3 in Chapter 4). Second, I sought to trace the specific ways
in which communication technology was used at the research site during the time of my
observations (summarized in Chapter 5). Specific exchanges via WhatsApp, email, phone, etc.,
that were either representative of exchanges using various tools or were of specific interest for
the way they mediated the activity towards object/ive(s) were represented in tables marking
conversational “turns” (e.g., Figures 5.1-5.4 in Chapter 5). Third, I mapped potential “borders”
of cultural difference using the four sites of possible cultural difference discussed in this chapter
(nationality, linguistic difference, migration history, and cultural self-identification). Fourth, I
looked to see where participants used communication technologies in such a way that they
crossed those potential cultural boundaries (see Figure 6.1 in Chapter 6). Fifth, and finally, I
focused on one specific instance of cross-border communication via WhatsApp comparing it to
other communication practices at the site, as well as in comparison to the history of exchanges
between participants in the exchange with a view toward if and how the technology specifically
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mediated the encounter with or without reference to “cultural” difference (see Figure 6.2 in
Chapter 6).
This process for the most part traced relationships in terms of the AT triangle to stabilize
the activity. Throughout the interview and observation process, however, I looked for entities
(individuals, collective subjects, inanimate objects, etc.) whose presence and function in the
activity was not immediate obvious. I was specifically interested in the material circumstances of
the technologically mediated rhetorical encounters (both intra- and intercultural). I attended to
how the technologies physically mediated the encounters, what features or affordances of, say,
the participants’ smartphones or WhatsApp’s interface shaped the rhetorical encounters between
participants. This approach sought to account for ANT’s conception of “symmetry” which sees
activity as interaction not only between “intentional” human agents but also with inanimate,
material tools which themselves “act” in the encounters.
While ANT’s notion of symmetry was of most interest, I also looked for events and
dynamics not easily mapped by the AT triangle. These usually appeared around disruptions in
the system. They also pertained to the exercise of power by participants and attempt at
persuasion in the activity (see for example the discussion in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 regarding
Carlos’s by-passing the production schedule to prioritize orders in an ad hoc manner). Entities
that could not be studied directly were analyzed as “semi-black boxed” actors and their
engagement treated as acting subjects in an “ANT” sense, that is, their object/ive(s) were not
visible to me and so I treated them as “enrolling” and “unenrolling” actors in relation to the
people and processes I observed at Border Products and Productos de le Frontera (examples
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were the customs brokers in El Paso and Juarez that helped facilitate the movement of materials
and products across the border).29
My study participants were employees of a small manufacturing company with an
administrative office in El Paso, Texas, in the United States (Border Products, Inc.); a factory in
Juaréz, in the Mexican state of Chihuahua (Productos de la Frontera, SA); and their major
customers/suppliers primarily throughout the Midwest United States (Home Product Corp. and
Midwest Products). Throughout, I refer to the administrative offices as “Site A” (for “Admin”)
and the factory in Juárez as “Site F” (for “Factory”). When I need to refer collectively to
customers or suppliers I may refer to them as “Site C” and “Site S” respectively:
Site A
Site F
Site C
Site S

Administrative office in El Paso, Texas
Factory in Juárez, Mexico
Customers of both Border Products and Productos de la Frontera
Material suppliers for both Border Products and Productos de la Frontera
Figure 3.8. Summary of research sites

Taking the work of the combined entities of Border Products, Inc. and Productos de la
Frontera, SA as an activity, I studied three interrelated units for analysis:
• Unit of analysis 1: Activity theory categories coordinated with actor-network
categories.
• Unit of analysis 2: Technologically mediated rhetorical encounters.
• Unit of analysis 3: Cultural differences.
To trace the first unit, I obtained Institutional Review Board approval to conduct research
with human subjects under the condition I assign pseudonyms to each participant (as well as the

29Another example would be NAFTA as an “actor” in the system. A complex system of international treaties and
attendant laws in the United States, Mexico, and Canada, this entity shapes the activity at both Border Products and
Productos de le Frontera on a day to day basis, but is not necessarily a central object/ive in the work
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companies themselves) in order to protect their privacy and render their identities confidential. I
then conducted six interviews ranging from 30 minutes to 1 hour each with five participants
representing the entire staff of administrative office (Site A) of Border Products, Inc. Interviews
were conducted on several different days throughout 2016, beginning in mid-May, mid-June, and
during a week-long observation in late August and early September. In these interviews, I sought
to determine participants’ role in the activity of the company. I also followed them or observed
them as they conducted their work both in a face-to-face (f2f) capacity and as it was conducted
over meditating communication technologies: emails, calls conducted on cell phones or landline
telephones, texting applications (WhatsApp), walkie-talkie tools on cell phones, and documents
stored on Google Drive (“Googledocs”). In the first unit of analysis I sought to simply establish
the scope of the work/activity, identifying the actors, the objects/objectives they sought to
develop/achieve, the tools they used (both physical and conceptual), the rules/norms that
governed their participation in the activity as well as their place within the division of labor of
the activity, and finally the community/communities subjects inhabited as those community
affiliations presented themselves in observations or otherwise impinged upon subjects’ work. I
also visited on two separate occasions the factory in Juárez, Mexico, to observe the
manufacturing process and to interview (with the help of a translator) the administrative staff in
their office (Site F). I conducted six interviews with five participants representing approximately
60% of the administrative staff at the site in Mexico. Here I sought to get the “other side” of
specific encounters identified in my interviews and observations at Site A as well as establish a
baseline of practice with which to compare communication between those at Site A with those in
the administrative office at Site F and their customers in the United States, specifically in the
Midwest.
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While tracing this activity on a broad scale both during the observations and interviews
themselves as well as during the coding process and post-observation/interview journaling, I
sought to pinpoint moments that could be described as technologically mediated rhetorical
encounters organized around discrete object/ive(s), a second unit of analysis, embedded within
the first. This involved hundreds of instances, small and large, where participants sought to
convey information to one another, persuade others to take action, clarify their meaning or
intentions, etc. I sought within interviews and informal conversations during observations to
clarify in any particular instance what was being communicated (especially if it was in Spanish
and with the assistance of a translator30, if necessary), why it was being communicated that way,
how it had been communicated historically (previously, over time), and what the participants’
perspective was on the effectiveness of communicating in that way or with that person. In order

30When I initially proposed this project, I had selected a multinational company whose primary business was
conducted in English. In the process of approaching that company the opportunity fell through. After several other
unsuccessful attempts to secure a second site, my dissertation committee supervisor put me in contact with Esteban
whom she had known outside his work with Border Products Inc./Productos de la Frontera, SA. This site posed a
significant challenge as a substantial portion of the rhetorical work is conducted in Spanish or some mix of Spanish
and English. I have a basic, conversational proficiency in Spanish, but insufficient to follow the rapid, complex
exchanges that happened in the day-to-day work at the site. To cope with this, I sought the services of a translator
both for my consent form and to assist in my interviews and observations. Walton, Zraly, and Mugengana’s (2015)
suggestion that a translator assisting in the necessarily “messy” research contexts case studies comprise themselves
be considered a researcher on the project and not simply a conduit of interviewee’s statements. They suggest five
criteria for hiring a translator: “(a) a deep local knowledge of the community and culture, (b) research experience or
at least interest in developing research experience, (c) sufficient knowledge of languages and of technologies
commonly used by Rwandan youth, (d) full-time availability during the approximately 5 weeks of data collection,
and (e) rapport with Walton and research participants” (p. 58). Reflecting on these criteria and after interviewing
several possible translators we determined that the best candidate to assist with this portion of the research was
actually my dissertation supervisor, Dr. Lucía Durá. She is herself a certified translator, proficient in Spanish. She
has conducted case study research in Spanish speaking contexts (Durá et al., 2013), was already familiar with the
work being conducted at the research site, and was obviously significantly familiar with my research questions and
project. She aided me in the translation of the Institutional Review Board consent form and accompanied me on two
separate trips to Site F, translating interviews both times. All interviews and translation were recorded.
Transcriptions included the English translation she provided with reference to the participant’s response in Spanish
only when necessary. If necessary, we consulted the interview recordings to double check participants’ responses
and to verify that her on-site translation was accurate. One interview, with Ricardo, was conducted quickly and
entirely in Spanish with a participant who was just finishing his lunch break. Lucía asked all my research and follow
up questions. She summarized the participant’s responses to me on site after the interview. The exchange was
recorded for later analysis.
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to explore what communication issues participants were aware of but may have been uncertain
about highlighting, I asked each person some close variation of the question: “If you had a magic
wand, what would you change about your current communication practices in order to make
them better?” I also took note of f2f rhetorical encounters (both as I observed them and as they
were reported by participants in interviews) for the purpose of comparing participants’
perceptions and preferences of communicating in various technologically mediated ways versus
f2f and for different rhetorical purposes.
Perhaps most challenging to identify was the third unit of analysis: pinpointing what
could be reasonably described as “cultural difference” operant within the activity and the
technologically mediated rhetorical encounters. Recognizing the complexity of this concept as
discussed earlier in this chapter, I attempted to triangulate potential sites of cultural difference by
noting, provisionally and heuristically, my proposed identification of participants’ “culture” by
accounting for their national identity (e.g., American, Mexican), linguistic history (e.g., grew up
speaking Spanish or English at home), and migration history (the extent to which they had lived
in a particular part of Mexico, the United States, or elsewhere). I also made a point to ask
participants how they identified culturally.31 The contrast of my provisional and heuristic
identification of participants’ culture with their own cultural identification served as the means
by which I identified where and how technologically mediated rhetorical encounters could be
plausibly described as “intercultural.” As should be expected, conducting this research on the
border, this particular unit was especially complex. But this complexity productively
problematized stable notions of “culture” as a thing in and of itself, a reality all the more evident

31This was, in part, my attempt to account for Stetsenko’s (2005) concern with “human subjectivity” in activity. I
account for it in three ways: 1. I asked how participants used communication tools in intercultural rhetorical
encounters 2. I ask participants to articulate reasons for how and why they used tools in particular ways. 3. I asked
participants to offer self-descriptions of their culture.
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when encounters are technologically mediated. It also gave me an opportunity to test the
effectiveness and productivity of studying these complex encounters in situ with AT and ANT as
stabilizing-for-now theoretical frames. I will discuss the limitations of my method and case study
in Chapter 7. Before summarizing the research sites, I must give a brief overview of my position
as a researcher relative to the site and the identity of my participants.
Researcher Positionality
Given the concern in this project with cultural identity and the complexity of identity in
an “intercultural” environment, it is appropriate that I make plain my position as a researcher in
approaching this site and engaging with these participants. Following the line of questions I
asked my participants, I should note my nationality is that of American citizen. I grew up
speaking English at home. I studied Spanish in high school, French in college, and ancient Greek
and Hebrew in graduate school, but I do not consider myself fluent in any of these languages. I
have migrated quite a bit in my life, living in two cities in the southeast United States when I was
very young and my father was in the military. I lived in the upper Midwest in a suburb and semirural city in southern Minnesota while in grade school. When I was in middle school we moved
to El Paso, Texas where I lived for six years before attending university in central Texas and
returning periodically to my parents’ home in a suburb north of Chicago, Illinois near the
Wisconsin border. Upon graduation, I moved back to El Paso living there and in several cities
throughout the southwest before moving back to Illinois to attend graduate school. I lived for a
year in Bangalore, India before returning briefly to Illinois then back to El Paso where I have
resided since 2009. I self-identify as an “American” but, as with many of my participants, I find
myself unsettled by the question of how I define my “culture.” A consequence of extensive
migration is a perpetual sense of dislocation and a fragmentation of identity. Thus, I feel at home
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in El Paso, Texas and yet, as a white male, I am aware of myself as a numerical minority who
cannot participate extensively in the majority multilingual language practices in the city. For a
variety of circumstantial reasons, I was not able to extensively study Border Products/Productos
de la Frontera’s customers in the Midwest (see discussion in Chapters 4, 5, and 6). But I am
broadly familiar with the cultural context of the upper Midwest United States having lived there
well over a third of my life.32 That said, claims about the “culture” of participants at Midwest
Products were limited to what could be culled from their linguistic capabilities as they appeared
to the staff at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera.
My access to the site was made possible by a prior personal family relationship my
dissertation chair Dr. Lucía Durá had with the company owners Carlos and Esteban. Three prior
potential research sites I approached in 2015 fell through as possible sites for the study. In early
2016, Dr. Durá placed me in contact with Esteban and Carlos and helped initiate and facilitate
the initial meetings I had with Carlos and Esteban to lay the groundwork for the project. At one
point, it became clear I needed a translator for the project and that in dialogue and after
interviewing several candidates, we determined Dr. Durá was the best fit as a translator (see
footnote 30 above).
What follows is an overview of the two main sites at which I conducted interviews,
observations, and artifact collection. In Chapter 4 I will give a description33 of the activity
conducted at the research site and as they pertain to each of the embedded units of analysis

32Hanging in the offices at Border Products was a staff picture from a Midwest Products’ office Christmas party
from perhaps 20 years ago. I joked to the sales originator, Luis, whom I was observing that day, that it could be a
portrait of my immediate and extended family.
33The narrative descriptions in Chapter 4, 5, and 6 are synthesized from my field notes, journal entries, analysis of
artifacts, and coded interviews. In each chapter I close by drawing attention to what is especially important about the
description from AT perspective first and an ANT perspective second. I also explicate at each point what AT and
ANT help us see in the site with regards to the studies research questions.
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described above. This lays the groundwork for a close analysis first in Chapter 5 instances of
significant technologically mediated rhetorical encounters and finally in Chapter 6 instances of
significant technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters.
Site Overviews
Border Manufacturing Context
El Paso, Texas and Juárez, Mexico share a symbiotic geographical, political, cultural, and
economic relationship. Cities of approximately 840,000 and 1.4 million residents respectively,
people and products move across the border with great frequency (“Economic and International
Development”). Records show that nearly 2 million people move across the border via car each
year (“BTS | Border Crossing/Entry Data: Query Detailed Statistics”). Five percent of the
University of Texas at El Paso’s student population of nearly 24,000 students come from Mexico,
many of whom cross the bridges daily from Juárez, often navigating the border patrol checkpoints
on foot among the nearly 600,000 people who cross back and forth as pedestrians each year
(“About UTEP,” “BTS | Border Crossing/Entry Data: Query Detailed Statistics”). Families often
split their residency between the two cities. Approximately 300 companies do business on the
border with a “maquiladora” manufacturing model often with administrative offices often in El
Paso and factories and plants in Juárez (“Manufacturing Ciudad Juarez”).
The opening of the border to increased business, facilitated in no small part by the North
American Fair Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1994, deeply shapes the day-to-day lives of
individuals on both sides of the border. This agreement governs what kind, how much, and when
goods and materials may move back and forth across the geographical border. Despite the
resistance to globalization generally (as discussed in Chapter 1), El Paso and Juárez are still very
much key “contact zones” (Pratt, 1991) between the United States and Mexico. It will be clear
especially in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, my research site reflects in ways big and small this dual context,
as I observed during the period of my research.
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Administrative office (Site A)
Founder and owner Carlos began Border Products, Inc. in the late ‘80s and its Mexican
counterpart Productos de la Frontera, SA in the early ‘90s, bringing his son Esteban on more
than 10 years ago to play an increasingly central role in running the company. The main
administrative office of Border Products, Inc. is located in central El Paso, Texas within a few
minutes of the United States-Mexico border. Purchased in 2004, this is the fourth location for the
administrative offices in El Paso. This administrative office has 5 employees (including Carlos).
Staff at this site interacts with corporate and individual customers both in El Paso and throughout
the United States, shepherding sales from the initial order through the design, revision, and
manufacturing stages. The staff also administers the movement of materials from the United
States into Mexico and finished products back into the United States from Mexico. Employees in
this office oversee the accounting for both companies as well. In addition to desks and storage
for records, the facility has a small shop and a medium warehouse that allow for the temporary
storage of materials and finished products going to and from the factory in Juárez.
Factory (Site F)
After renting several facilities in Juárez, Mexico for the manufacture of their products,
Carlos and Productos de la Frontera purchased their current factory site several kilometers south
of the United States-Mexico border. The facility was purchased in 2000 and built (as funds
became available) over the next five years. A fifty thousand square foot facility, the factory has
four major divisions. On the southern side of the building, individual orders are taken through
the various stages of the manufacturing process (described below) laid out on an open factory
floor. A small office, perhaps 10 x 15 feet, sits on the middle of the southernmost wall of the
facility and houses staff and computer equipment on which product designs are formalized with
computer-aided design (CAD) drawings. The northern half of the building is devoted to
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furnishing component construction for Productos de la Frontera’s major corporate customers
and houses a half a dozen or so computer numerical control (CNC) routers. A small glasswork
shop sits between these two sections. An open meeting room, with desks for production
managers and a large standing table for meetings, is located on the first floor of an office on the
westernmost part of the building. The floor above houses the factory’s 5 administrative workers,
including the factory’s office manager and general accountant. At the time of my observations
there were approximately 70 shift workers in the factory.
Customers and suppliers
Border Products, Inc. operates under the maquiladora model of manufacturing, subject
to the rules and regulations of both the United States and Mexico under NAFTA. All materials
come from outside Mexico and all finished products are sold outside Mexico. Border Products
largest corporate customer (in terms of demand for production from Border Products) is Home
Product Corp. Their main offices are located in the central Midwest United States but the factory
to which Border Products ships its manufactured components is also located in Juárez.
Historically, however, Border Products’ fortunes have been tied to what had been their primary
corporate customer—a family-owned home furnishing company in the Upper-Midwestern
United States: Midwest Products. Despite a long-standing relationship, extending back to the
early ‘80s, changes in the market have reduced Midwest Products’ share of the sales at Border
Products and manufacturing done at Productos de la Frontera. However, it still accounts for a
substantial amount of the technologically mediated communicative and rhetorical activity
performed by the staff at Site A. Border Products also works with a number of materials
suppliers. For example, glass, iron, and wood are obtained raw or in pre-determined designs from
regional suppliers.
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The interactions of these various entities are extensive and complex and at every level
intimately tied to the coordinated work of Border Products, Inc. and Productos de la Frontera,
SA. Mapping these relationships using AT while accounting for the various forces at work on and
amidst the activity using ANT allowed me to pinpoint instances of technologically mediated
intercultural communication without being reductive or oversimplifying the rhetorical situation
in which those encounters occur and setting the stage to be able to say something about the
mediating impact of the technology itself in this context.
Having established the theoretical basis for the project, outlined the method/ology for the
study, established my position as a researcher, and summarized the sites, we turn now to an indepth description of the work that defines the activity at Border Products and Productos de le
Frontera in conjunction with its customers and suppliers.

Carlos
Founder, owner,
CEO
Esteban
VP, day-to-day supervision, [Carlo’s son]
Productos de le Frontera, SA (Site F)

Border Products Admin Office (Site A)
Gerardo, CFO, general accountant

Arturo, Office manager

Luis, sales estimator

Beatriz, General accountant

Roberto, customer service, office admin

Patricia, HR supervisor
Ricardo, Production manager
Jorge, Assistant production manager

Raul, Truck driver

Javier, Engineer, designer

Figure 3.9. Research sites A and F organizational chart
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Chapter 4
Mapping Activity at Border Products, Inc. and Productos de la Frontera, SA
Unit 1: Activity theory categories
As discussed in Chapter 3, activity theory (AT), developed over a series of successive
“generations” (Vygotsky, 1978; Leontiev, 1978, Engeström, 1999) and organizes around a
“triangle” of components (see Figure 3.4 in Chapter 3 above). At the heart of the activity is an
acting subject (or subjects) pursuing an object and/or objective. This activity is accomplished
using various mediating tools that can be physical tools (hammer, screwdriver) or conceptual
tools (language, genres). This activity-toward-an-object/objective and mediated by tools operates
using formal and informal rules and norms (office policies, international trade agreements,
“that’s how we always do it,” etc.). The labor in that activity is divided among acting subjects
based on formal or informal divisions of labor (e.g., factory worker, floor supervisor, CEO,
“Arturo usually does that”). Finally, every acting subject inhabits various communities. These
may be communities of practice (e.g., factory floor workers), professional societies, or sociocultural entities (e.g., families, religious institutions). Expectations, habits, and practices of these
communities impinge on the activity, negatively and positively. AT theorists work through the
triangle noting “contradictions,” where the activity is disrupted by some element of the “nodes”
in the triangle (e.g., where subject, tool, objective come together). Perhaps the rules or norms
governing a particular tool’s use by a certain subject in the division of labor is making it hard for
the subject to complete their part in an activity (e.g., lacking “administrator privileges” on a work
computer when trying to download a software tool with which to complete one’s assigned tasks).
Subjects improve work in the activity by identifying these contradictions and proposing ways to
resolve them or formalizing the already informal ways subjects have been coping with the
contradictions.
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In this chapter, mapping the activity of the complex of acting subjects, Border Products,
Productos de la Frontera, their customers, and suppliers, will set the stage for the remaining
chapters. It will allow me to pinpoint in Chapter 5 particularly how communication technologies
are utilized within that activity, how they move subjects productively toward their
object/objective, or interrupt that work—i.e., their role in “defining and transforming” the
rhetorical work of the subjects. Having situated how communication is mediated in this way in
Chapter 5 (building on the foundation laid in Chapter 4), it will then be possible in Chapter 6 to
highlight places where culture potentially operates within the tool use, defines the rules/norms,
impinges on the division of labor, or emerges from the communities that subjects inhabit as they
participate in the larger activity of the company. These dynamics are also most readily (though
not exclusively) seen at the site of “contradictions” or disruptions within the activity at the site
where these elements come together (discussed in detail in Chapter 6). Once these dynamics are
identified we can coordinate our vision of the map by looking at things through the lens of ANT.
Here we are looking for ways actors, human and non-human, call (“enroll”) other actors to join
them in their activity (Latour, 2005). This “enrolling” activity, inasmuch as it does not respect
physical or conceptual borders, will clarify our vision of how communication technologies in
particular are mediating or intermediating intercultural rhetorical encounters. What follows in the
next three chapters is a synthetic narrative description of the site through the AT lens coordinated
with ANT. After this description synthesized from my field notes, journal entries, analysis of
artifacts, and coded interviews, I close by drawing attention to what is especially important about
the description from AT perspective first and an ANT perspective second. I also explicate at each
point what AT and ANT, respectively, help us see in the site with regards to the studies research
questions.
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Object/Objectives
As discussed in Chapter 3, AT organizes activity around an object or an objective. Acting
subjects are always and everywhere trying to do something in particular. While AT is
particularly concerned with the larger “objective” of activity (Kaptelinin, 2005) and the useful
split between objectives and motivations, studying the activity related to production and
manufacturing reminds us that in certain kinds of activity, material objects (objekts, per
Kaptelinin, 2005), remain central and relevant to defining the nature of the activity’s objective
and even acting subjects’ motivations. Acting subjects, especially in manufacturing, are trying to
create material objects: a report, a chair, a house. Or they are trying to achieve an objective:
increase sales by 5%, convince a sales person to text them a delivery date, clarify a customer’s
design change, etc. Objects are usually easy to spot. They can be the end of activity (a product
sold by the company) or supportive of other, more central objects (a procedure that, when
followed, enables subjects to play their role in constructing a product sold by the company).
Objectives are intimately related to, and perhaps most fully revealed in, the objects
subjects produce. Like so many troika dolls, smaller objectives are embedded in and ideally
support (or less than ideally, work at cross-purposes to) larger objectives. Most problematically
objectives can be implicit, unspoken, and as we saw in Chapter 3, driven by indirectly visible
forces, such as desire, passion, and recognition seeking (Nardi, 2005, Miettinen, 2005). They
may not be immediately obvious even to those whose activity is intimately governed by them on
a day-to-day basis. To economically capture this complex relationship between the object, the
objective, and potential multiplicity of both, I have used the shorthand “object/ive(s)” to keep
this complexity at the fore.
Further recalling the discussion in Chapter 3 regarding object/ive(s), it is also helpful to
make a distinction between “objectives” and “motivations” (per Kaptelinin, 2005). A distinction
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should be made between those “intra-psychological” processes and “inter-psychological”—that
is socially determined—processes, that compel acting subjects to do things (Nardi’s, “passion
and power,” 2005). It is important to remember though that the “intra-psychological” processes
themselves result from a dialogical internalization/externalization of the “inter-psychological”
processes. Sussing out which of these processes is primary in any given moment is challenging.
In my analysis, I have attempted to maintain the dialogical focus by both observing processes
and attending to how participants themselves described both implicitly and explicitly what was
driving them to act in particular ways at particular moments.
The primary objectives and core objects that organized the day-to-day activity at Border
Products and Productos de la Frontera were determined largely in interviews with participants
and observations of activity. Throughout I sought to pinpoint major objects and objectives
governing the overall activity of the companies. Technologically mediated rhetorical encounters
I identified where oriented to an explicit or implicit object/objective. Based on my observations
and interviews, the object/objectives of the two companies can be split into two major categories,
what we might call the “profit motive object/objective” and “operational support
objects/objectives.”
Profit motive object/objective
Work at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera is organized around the
manufacture of products ordered by customers and sold for a profit. Fundamentally, any action
taken by employees is oriented toward these two things. However, even this simple arrangement
is complicated by the fact that Border Products has multiple customers, each with requests for
different kinds of products to be manufactured in different quantities.
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Production for Home Product Corp. accounts for nearly 50% of the Site F factory floor
space. That division of the company has dedicated factory staff, floor supervisors, and product
managers. This production is also part of Home Product Corp.’s larger activity system, so
increases and decreases in demand at Border Products’ are tied to Home Product Corp.’s
demand.
At the time of my observation, Home Product Corp.’s demand had increased such that the
“computer numerical control” or CNC routers34 on Site F’s floor space had reached capacity for
daily output. At the time I interviewed Carlos, the initial request for 30 units/week increased
steadily to 400 units a day, with an additional request to increase to 500 units a day. These
objects clearly organized a significant portion of the participants’ activity on a day-to-day basis.
This impacted the larger context of especially Esteban’s contact with other customers as the
relation of multiple objects/objectives grew more complex.
In contrast to the orders from Home Product Corp., those from Midwest Product are tied
to individual customer requests (e.g., from homeowners, contractors, or interior designers).
Everything Border Products sells is technically custom. Product requests from Home Product
Corp. are manufactured on a much larger, relatively predictable scale. The objects requested by
Midwest Products are consequently much less predictable (in terms of when they are made) and
involve a different kind of process by which they are shepherded through completion. Midwest
Product’s order size, shape, intricacy, and quantity can vary considerably and change amidst the
process from initial order, design, production, and delivery.

34These machines require input of a design from a program downloaded daily and uploaded via USB to the machine
itself. Home Product Corp. updates the program daily as needed.
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Here we can begin to see a contradiction emerging in the object/ive(s) the activity at
Border Products in coordination with Productos de la Frontera namely that seeking to fulfill one
customers’ order(s) can interrupt, complicate, or otherwise take attention away from fulfilling
another’s order(s). It is not a choice of simply seeking profit but managing the production of
objects in a way to both satisfy customers and maximize profits for the company.
Operational support objects/objectives
Needing to satisfy customers highlights complications with defining the main objective
of Border Products’ overall activity. It is not simply to produce an object and sell it for a profit,
there are expectations that products will be manufactured to a certain standard of quality and be
delivered on time. A recurring theme in my interviews and observations was the way
communication and action to resolve problems was organized around these twin goals. As with
any business, these two driving objectives may be the main site of contradictions complicating
the activity at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera.
Profit motive objectives are pursued with the help of what I describe as “operational
support” objects and objectives. An example of an operational support objective would be the
smooth shepherding of an ordered product through the established production schedule
(described below). This production schedule, while largely representative of a process, served as
the main “object” of support for the profit motive objective. A well-managed schedule, an
objective unto itself, serves to smooth the achievement of the larger goals of manufacturing
products and profiting off their sale.
The smooth operation of the production schedule as an objective could be (and was)
interrupted by any number of issues. The breakdown of a machine, for example, could disrupt
production. During my first observations at Site F, one of the CNCs broke down forcing
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production to stop in part. This required Esteban to devote close to an hour determining the issue
and fix it in communication (via cell phone) with technical support from the machine’s
manufacturer (located in the southeastern United States).35 To cope with this issue and to
maintain efficient pursuit of their main profit motive objective in the face of unexpected
disruptions, the factory floor at Productos de la Frontera, strives to stay two days ahead of its
production schedule. This 48-hour lead-time is also an example of an operational support
objective.
Another significant operational support objective is the on-time delivery of products.
Much of the technologically mediated communication at Border Products was organized around
determining, communicating, and verifying delivery dates. Customers called to determine if a
product would be delivered on time (or early), or why a product was late. Site A’s ancillary
communication with one another and especially their main truck driver, Raul, often related to
determining the progress of moving products through the customs mechanisms on the border.
The bulk of the communication, most of it mediated through communication technologies, was
oriented toward the goal of getting products delivered on time and early, if at all possible.
Finally, a key operational support objective was ensuring the timely and appropriate
circulation of funds in support of manufacturing products and paying employees while turning a
profit. As to be expected in a company with a diverse set of customers, from individuals to major
corporations, Border Products and Productos de la Frontera have in place complicated

35The details of the exchange between Esteban and the tech support worker were not directly accessible. Esteban
was on a cell phone with the tech while standing on the factory floor, with an enormous amount of ambient noise
from other machines. We discussed the incident on the drive back to El Paso. Esteban noted that the tech support
was included with the purchase of the machines, but the support staff was only available until the close of business
Eastern Standard Time (El Paso/Juarez is on Mountain Standard Time, two hours behind). Esteban reported that
when he called, the tech indicated that close of business for them was approaching. Ruefully, Esteban reported
telling the tech to “bill me for the overtime” to which the tech replied (according to Esteban) “It doesn’t work like
that.” “He had to take his kids to soccer or something,” Esteban said.
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accounting and bookkeeping procedures and processes. These procedures are further
complicated by the company’s composition as an American sales company (Border Products)
and a maquiladora (Productos de la Frontera). In addition to the usual requirements for
managing cash flow and employee benefits (under the scrutiny of American and Mexican law),
accountants at Productos de la Frontera must maintain strict profit margins within a range
determined by law. The objective of ensuring the timely and appropriate circulation of funds
within the business to maintain its operations is contingent on timely payment from its
customers. This particular operational support objective, obtaining timely payment from
customers, has the potential to intimately define and transform the minutiae of technologically
mediated intercultural communication.
These are by no means the only objects/objectives one can identify in the multifaceted
and complex activity shouldered by the relatively small administrative staffs at Sites A and F.
One could break down each of these objectives even further to articulate ever more discrete
objects and objectives that interact to compose the totality of the companies’ activity. But the
object/ive(s) here are the most significant for the work of the companies and their employees
and, directly or indirectly, explicitly or implicitly, provide the context for the majority of the
technologically mediated communication that occurs on a day-to-day basis. Having established
the main objectives organizing the activity, we look to the subjects as they are defined in terms
of their activity within the system, the place in the activity’s division of labor, and the
communities they inhabit within the system.
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Subjects/division of labor/communities
Individual participants
In the same way that objects and objectives in an activity system are multiple, complex,
and deeply interrelated, the identities of subjects too are diverse and deeply imbricated in the
complexity of the activity system. Consequently, for the purposes of this discussion, I am
considering subjects’ identities in close connection with their role in the system’s division of
labor. This makes sense because, in business, acting subjects in the system are predominantly
organized by and, indeed, tend to think of themselves in terms of, the organization’s hierarchy
and their different jobs within the system. Here it also makes sense to note the communities the
participants inhabit.
The bulk of my interviews and observations centered on five main participants whose
roles, as subjects in the activity system of work at Border Products/Productos de la Frontera, are
especially central. I talked at great length with Esteban in two formal interviews with him but
also during both trips to and from Site F (which he graciously facilitated and supervised). He was
also present for part of my conversation with his father, Carlos, as well as part of my initial
interview with Arturo, office manager at Site F, contributing insight and clarifying points of
confusion. I spoke for well over an hour with the general accountant at Site A, Gerardo, and with
Arturo, in what amounted to 90 minutes total over three separate occasions. Carlos sat for an
interview that ran well over an hour. Finally, I had extensive interactions with the main sales
estimator, Luis, in an initial 30-minute interview and then throughout my observations during the
week of August 29-September 2, 2016. Sitting across from him during the course of a workweek
I was able to observe the nature of his day-to-day work in particular and question him about
different aspects of the work and the company’s history. Interviews were conducted with the
remaining support staff (Roberto) during my weeklong observation at Site A and on a second trip
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to Site F (Beatriz, Patricia, Ricardo, and Jorge). I was not able, in the course of my research, to
engage the production staff directly as it would have been far too disruptive to the work
conducted at Site F. My research therefore is solely focused on management and administration
in the activity. This was a limitation created by available access and time. Below is a brief
description of each participant drawn from interviews and observations. Each participant is also
situated as a subject in the activity system and toward the objectives as outlined above.
CARLOS
Border Products is essentially a family business. Carlos has run the company for well
over two decades with a small group of loyal individuals, several of whom have worked with
him for many years and whom he’s known since they were all young. A genial man with a sharp,
often sarcastic wit, Carlos was born in El Paso “by accident,”36 but moved to southern
Chihuahua as a young man where he worked maintenance at a mine before moving back to the
borderland. An insightful and creative individual, Carlos personally navigated both companies
through a variety of diverse challenges, from changing design fads in the market year to year, to
the upheavals created by the economic downturn in 2007-2008, and through the cartel drug
violence that devastated much of Juárez through 2008-2012. Carlos has always had a hands-on
approach to his work. Testing the winds to see what kinds of products homeowners will like, he
has always had an eye for what people would buy and what they wanted next.37 He recognized
the value of diversifying, never committing his companies to manufacturing a single product, a

36Carlos: “I was born here by accident. Yeah, my mother was crossing the bridge at December 22nd at 12 o’clock
in the afternoon. So you know how the bridge are in Christmas. So she had to get down (from) my dad’s car at the
middle of the bridge and walk all the way, take a taxi, and go to the hospital.”
37Once, while visiting family in New York, he strolled Central Park with a camera taking pictures of home
furnishings to inspire his own designs and demonstration products, recognizing that these designs would in all
likelihood become the “next big thing” and sell well. At one point, earlier in his career, he personally took art classes
at the local public university in order to learn how to work with glass and iron, then taught his craftsmen and women
to develop products that sold well.
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practice that doomed several of his peers in the manufacturing community in Juárez. This
diversity and agility which Carlos recognized very early in his career was a necessity to survive
in business, helped build his company from a relatively small operation to one that has managed
to gross at its peak approximately $5 million dollars a year, employing between 90-100
individuals.
When I asked what drew him to stay in El Paso after moving initially for work he
shrugged, “I don’t know. I just like it.” While he’d been born in the United States, the bulk of his
younger life and certainly his school age experiences occurred in Mexico. He identifies Spanish
as his main language with “a little bit of English.”38
At the time of my observations, Carlos was well on his way to turning over the day-today operations of the company to his son, Esteban. Carlos still manages customer relations,
oversees work at the factory, and mentors both his son and his employees. But he and his older
staff members are taking steps to hand off the work of the company to a younger generation.
Given this transition, Carlos’s place in the division of labor was in flux over the course of
my observations. He and his staff were wrestling with the challenge of this institutional
“changing of the guard.” Even over the course of my observations, however, Carlos’s
involvement in the day-to-day work was beginning to taper off as he began to recognize the need
to “let go” and transition to retirement. He still manages some sales and oversees production and
serves in an advisory role at both Sites A and F (moving between both frequently).

38He is being modest. He said this after speaking with me and answering my questions in depth, entirely in English,
for well over an hour.

122

ESTEBAN
Esteban, who clearly shares his father’s insight and sharp wit, has over the years found
himself increasingly at the heart of the day-to-day work conducted at Border Products and
Productos de la Frontera. While technically the company’s Vice President, the complexity of
the work and the small size of the staff mean that Esteban is obligated to wear many hats.39 He
joined the company in 2002 having completed an MBA. Born in Juárez, Mexico he spent his
early years living in Mexico but by the time he reached school age his family was living in El
Paso and he graduated from a local El Paso high school. He attended college in central Texas and
studied abroad briefly in France.
Esteban’s role in the system is two-fold. On the one hand, he is continuing to learn and
take up the processes established over the company’s decades of conducting business, managing
the minute and often banal details of the business. On the other hand, he is trying to steer the
company in new directions, keeping the product offerings diverse while also accommodating the
demands of larger corporate customers, and maintaining long-standing relationships like those
with Midwest Products. This puts him in a similar place to his father. He is attempting to shift his
place in the division of labor, extracting himself from having to micromanage the details of daily
work, allowing other employees and processes to carry the pursuit of object/ive(s), thereby
freeing him to wrestle with larger objectives at the company.
LUIS
Luis is the primary sales “estimator” at Site A. A soft-spoken man with a ready sense of
humor, he manages a substantial portion of the communication that occurs regarding Border

39Just in the time of my observations I saw him working with customers, overseeing production, interacting with
suppliers about issues with materials, supervising the export and import of materials and products across the border,
and attempting to solve major technical issues with the complex machinery on the factory floor at Site F.
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Products sales to individual and corporate customers. Initial order requests, especially from
Midwest Products, are directed initially via email to Luis, who passes these requests to the
factory for finalization of the design and the production of CAD drawings. Almost all of Luis’s
work involves fielding calls and emails from customers regarding orders, which oftentimes need
to be clarified in communication to the production staff at Site F, which Luis conducts via email,
landline, or via the walkie-talkie app, Prip, on his cell phone. Questions or issues that arise on the
part of the staff at Site F that need clarification from customers are relayed to them through Luis.
Answers are then mediated through Luis back to the staff at the factory. A significant amount of
his communication occurs with Henry, who works at Midwest Products. Luis and Henry have
been talking via phone daily for over a decade. During my week-long observation at Site A, after
noticing how much information flows to, from, and through Luis, I joked with him that he is the
company’s “gatekeeper”—though perhaps more accurately he is a significant communicative
“bridge” between customers and the factory.
GERARDO
Precise and methodological, Gerardo is the general accountant of Border Products and
supervises the fiscal and physical accounting related to the cost of doing business under the
maquila model. As Gerardo described to me, NAFTA requires that profits of the businesses
working under this model fall within a legally prescribed certain range. Furthermore, every
company must account for the physical movement of materials into Mexico and products back
into the United States. Consequently, Gerardo juggles two separate but complex tasks: making
sure the books for both companies are balanced appropriately and making sure every ounce of
material that is imported is accounted for either in finished product or waste as it is exported
back to the United States. He supervises Beatriz, the general accountant at Site F and is training
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his son to serve in as a bookkeeper at Site A. He and Arturo meet frequently to discuss not only
business at Productos de la Frontera, but also discuss how to best manage work at Site F. He
also shared that he provides informal mentoring to Claudia, the general accountant at Site F, and
Patricia, the HR manager at Site F, on how to best manage employees. Gerardo, like Carlos, is
looking to the future and the inevitable transition of leadership in the company to a younger
generation. But unlike Carlos, who has succeeded in largely turning operations over to Esteban,
Gerardo is still very much at the center of the activity of both companies.
ARTURO (SITE F)
Gerardo’s counterpart at Site F is Arturo. The two had been long-time friends before
Arturo joined Productos de la Frontera just prior to my first observations began. He also has
known Carlos for many years. A jovial, generous man, Arturo’s role was to manage the plant in
its entirety, overseeing matters related to cash flow, human resources, production, and beyond.
He oversees the administrative office on the second floor of the westernmost portion of the
factory. Four other administrative workers were housed with him on this floor in an open office
floor plan. Arturo had worked in Mexico all his life and spoke only Spanish. Arturo was brought
on to replace a previous long-time employee.
ROGER (OFFICE MANAGER MIDWEST PRODUCTS)
Midwest Products had at one point been Border Products’ most significant customer. But
in the wake of the global financial collapse in 2007-2008, their market has shrunk considerably.
The family-owned company, started by Bob and Mary, has its main offices in the upper
Midwestern United States. The sales force had been reduced substantially over the years and the
bulk of the communication at Site A is with two sales workers, Henry and Susan. The office at
Midwest Products is managed by Roger. While Esteban and Luis confirmed that Roger had not
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been with the company since the two companies began their relationship, he had been there for
more than half a decade. Roger helped negotiate issues and problems related to specific orders as
well as the movement of funds between the two companies in payment for delivered goods.
Much of my observations of Roger’s communication, specifically regarding high-level
administrative issues, were conducted with Esteban.
HENRY (SALES MIDWEST PRODUCTS)
Henry works sales at Midwest Products and has been with the company since nearly the
beginning of the relationship with Border Products. He and Luis have communicated multiple
times a day for well over a decade. He communicates with the staff at Border Products in English
only. His job mirrors Luis’s and involves shepherding products through their order, design, and
production phases. During my observations, the bulk of Henry’s communication with Luis came
in the form of daily emails and landline telephone calls, but was also mediated by their mutual
access to a production schedule housed in Google Drive.
SUPPORT STAFF (SITES A AND F)
While the seven staff members described above figured heavily in my observations and
artifact collection, a few support staff also work at sites A and F. At Site A Roberto, Gerardo’s
son, serves as office admin, works the phones in customer service, manages accounts payable,
and helps shepherd the customs related documents back and forth from the various participants
in the process. Beatriz is the general accountant as Site F, helping to manage finances on the
Mexican company’s side, as well as helping to manage the customs related materials. Patricia
managed HR, hiring, firing, and benefits. Ricardo is the production manager in charge of the
Home Product Corp. production. Jorge is an assistant production manager helping Ricardo with
the Home Product Corp. account. Javier serves as an engineer and designer. He manages the
126

office where CAD drawings were produced and helped negotiate issues with production and
design.
Finally, there is Raul, the company truck driver. Raul plays a key role in the daily
operations of Border Products and Productos de la Frontera. The movement of materials into
Mexico and finished products into the United States is contingent on Raul driving the company
truck across the border twice a day, nearly every day. A substantial amount of the
communication conducted at Site A revolves around making sure Raul has the customs papers he
needs crossing into and out of Mexico. Determining delivery dates and times hinges on Raul’s
ability to get the proper paperwork in a timely manner, customs being satisfied with the
paperwork (going in and coming out), the length of the wait at the bridge, as well as any number
of environmental factors.40
Participant
Carlos
Esteban
Luis
Gerardo
Arturo
Roger
Henry
Roberto
Beatriz
Patricia
Ricardo
Jorge
Javier
Raul

Site
Admin (A)/Factory (F)
Admin (A)/Factory (F)
Admin (A)
Admin (A)/Factory (F)
Factory (F)
Customer (C)
Customer (C)
Admin (A)
Factory (F)
Factory (F)
Factory (F)
Factory (F)
Factory (F)
Admin (A)/Factory (F)

Role in activity
Founder/Owner/CEO, both companies
VP/Transitioning to CEO, both companies
Sales estimator/customer service, both companies
CFO/General accountant, both companies
Office/Plant manager, Productos
Office manager at Midwest Products
Sales at Midwest Products
Office admin
General accountant, Productos
HR supervisor, Productos
Production manager, Productos
Assistant production manager, Productos
Engineer/Designer, Productos
Truck driver

Figure 4.1. Key case study participants

40One particularly stormy evening I observed (from the safety of my dining room table in El Paso) in the
Expo/Impo WhatsApp group, a comical, emoji-heavy exchange of texts between Raul and support staff at Site F
over whether or not he would have to get out and swim amidst the downpour, the effects of which were only
exacerbated by the over-taxed drainage systems in both Juárez and El Paso.

127

Collective participants
The bulk of the activity observed at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera took
place between individuals, but it is important to note the collective acting subjects whose
presence in the activity shaped individuals’ daily work. These “collective” subjects are, of
course, themselves composed of individuals engaged in object/ive(s) related work, but my
observation of them in the system was often as singular entities whose nature remained “blackboxed” due to the limitations of my research.
CUSTOMERS
Customers, as with any business, are the raison d’etre, of Border Products and
Productos’ collective existence. Corporate customers (collectively referred to as “Site C”),
especially Home Product Corp., take up the bulk of Sites A and F’s time and energy. Midwest
Products, itself a corporate entity, channels and manages the orders of multiple individual
customer’s, homeowners, builders, interior designers, and so on. The demands of other corporate
customers, like Southwest Products, in Las Vegas, also orient the daily work of participants at
Site A and F.
MATERIALS SUPPLIERS
Production at Site F requires an enormous amount of material—wood, glass, iron,
product hardware, etc. Border Products’ suppliers (collectively known as Site S) also function as
collective acting subjects in the activity at Sites A and F. They provide materials in sufficient
amount and, if necessary, custom sizes for use in products manufactured at Site F. Companies
like Southwest Materials are regionally close to Site A and provide much of the material needed
for production.
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CUSTOMS BROKERS
Daily work at Sites A and F is structured around moving material into Mexico and
finished product into the United States. This means that at least once daily, Raul must interact
with both United States and Mexican customs agents. Under the strictures of NAFTA as well as
United States and Mexican export/import and tax laws, which regulate what can move in and out
of both countries, participants must ensure they have the correct paperwork, accurately reflecting
the contents of shipments in and out.
To facilitate this process, Border Products enlists the assistance of an agency in the
United States that can produce and verify the appropriate paperwork daily. Some of the daily
communication, especially by Roberto at Site A and Beatriz at Site F, is taken up with calling
these agencies with information, corrected information, or updating previous information, so that
the paperwork can be completed accurately and ensuring smooth interaction with customs agents
from two countries and movement of product and materials across the physical border.41
Tools/Rules, Norms
As noted above, tools in an activity system can be conceptual or physical. Activity at
Border Products is governed primarily by the conceptual tool that is the production process and
schedule established to help the company meets its various objectives (discussed above). While
the actual production of ordered products is mediated through a variety of tools (CNCs routers,
table saws, glass and metal work tools, etc.) my focus on technologically mediated
communication limits the scope to those technologies through which communication by subjects

41On my first day of observations, the office was trying to deal with an issue where a specific Mexican customs
official was holding up Raul’s crossing, because the technical word for one of the materials being delivered was not
translated properly into Spanish (per the official). The problem was solved when records indicated that specific
agent had been the one to provide technical term in the first place on a previous delivery. This was a fascinating, but
for the purposes of my research, largely inaccessible point of rhetorical interaction that occurs daily.

129

flows amidst the activity. Below is a description of the production process/schedule as well as
the main communication technologies that govern activity at both companies.
Production process/schedule
Once an order has been finalized, the design agreed upon, CAD drawing completed and
approved, etc., the products manufactured by Productos de la Frontera go through three major
steps. The materials are prepared, cut or otherwise shaped in a process designated habilitado
(prepare, enable), “H” in the production schedule. The materials then go through more precise
preparations to be ready to assemble, a process described as maquinado (machining), “M” in the
schedule. Finally, materials are ensamblado (assembled), “E” in the schedule. From there the
product can be painted or stained if required, and any other hardware the product requires can be
applied.

Figure 4.2. Production schedule at site F
The schedule document also includes the order date, scheduled day of delivery, the
customer for whom the order is being manufactured, the specific material(s) used in that product,
and a space for notes on the process that can be updated by anyone with authorization in the
cloud version (see below). The process, in practice, can be much more complicated than this, but
the three steps outlined above sit at the core of the work done at Site F in particular. This process
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and its physical manifestation as hard copy printouts, which employees often consult, orients the
bulk of the production work.
Interaction with the company-wide production process and schedule occurs primarily in
face-to-face weekly production meetings that are held three times a week at Site F attended by
the supervisors, plant director, as well as key administrative and production staff. Esteban will
also regularly attend. At these meetings, a large poster board copy of the production schedule
will be printed out and clipped to an easel. Staff will gather around a standing table and discuss
where the schedule stands, what problems need to be addressed, if orders are on time, and how to
rearrange the schedule if necessary to maintain efficiency and on-time delivery.
The norm, of course, is that the production schedule will be followed, as far as possible,
as it has been established. Issues, problems, and delays are negotiated at the meetings or in
communication with appropriate staff. However, at the time of my first visit to Site F, this
process was still relatively new for the company and employees who had been there a long time
were having to adjust to the process, learning to subordinate their usual practices to the
governing norm of the production schedule.42
The process is followed as closely as possible unless interrupted. Other issues arise when
orders are sent with some specific element of the design (usually paint or stain) still
undetermined. This disrupts the process and requires employees at Site F to relay the question or
issue from the production staff/supervisor usually via a phone call, text, or email to Luis or
Esteban who pass it along to the customer.

42According to several participants, Carlos, in particular, struggled early in the transition process with maintaining
the rigidity of this schedule. He would at times bypass the schedule and go directly to the floor and request orders
for customers under his personal responsibility be completed immediately, regardless of their placement on the
schedule. See discussion in Chapter 5 regarding Carlos’s f2f interruption of production schedules.
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Emails
In all modern knowledge work, a substantial portion of the rhetorical work is conducted
via email. This is no less the case at Border Products. Orders, for example, from Midwest
Products are managed through email. Border Products uses Gmail as their primary email client.
Orders are developed in stages on predetermined forms designed by Midwest Products. These
are sent as attachments to emails. These forms are also printed out with the emails to form a
physical record of any given order’s design and approval process. These files, often expanding to
many hundreds of pages for large orders (“A book!” Luis joked of one especially bulky file), are
stored at Site A’s facility. They can be consulted physically if necessary. Printed out copies of
emails will often have handwritten notes on them highlighting important information not
included in the original document.
Cell phones
When I arrived for my first observation at Border Products, Esteban informed me that
about a month prior (in April of 2016) they had secured a new data plan with a major
telecommunications carrier that had expanded their ability to utilize cell phones to conduct daily
business. While the key participants had always had cell phones and a data plan, the expansion of
the data capacities further expanded the capabilities of employees to communicate via cell
phone. Key employees were issued corporate smartphones with camera capabilities and the
inclusion of the texting application WhatsApp.
Employees and supervisors could conduct business via a phone call whether smartphone
or landline. Previously the company had used a walkie-talkie application which utilized the
relative proximity of Site A to Site F to enable conversations between employees about pressing
matters. Luis was the only one I observed using the walkie-talkie function in communication
with Javier, one of the production managers and the designer at Site F. During my observations,
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given the sheer speed and volume of calls/texts/etc., it was virtually impossible to determine with
any firmness, which method was used most or for which specific task different modes of
communication where used. Oftentimes a single task (organized around a single object/ive) was
managed through communications via multiple means of communication. Retracing these
exchanges completely proved virtually impossible. Some participants were somewhat aware of
the value of using different tools for different means. Gerardo, for example, had a rather precise
taxonomy for communicating using WhatsApp versus a call versus an in-person meeting
(discussed in Chapter 5).
WhatsApp
A substantial amount of the communication that occurred between Sites A, F, and other
participants, be they customers or suppliers, occurred via the software texting application
WhatsApp. WhatsApp, in addition to the usual texting capabilities, also allows users to share
images quickly and easily (further facilitated by the expansion of the new data plan). The
application also allows administrators to create groups in which key players receive texts related
to discrete tasks or parts of the organization.
Border Products and Productos de la Frontera had three major WhatsApp groups in
which the bulk of day-to-day communication occurred. The “Expo/Impo” WhatsApp group
involved those at Sites A and F responsible for moving materials into Mexico and finished
products back into the United States (i.e., Export/Import). The “Producción” WhatsApp group
involved those at Sites A and F for the production of any given product. The “Admin”
WhatsApp group included those related to the various administrative functions of managing the
coordinated work of Border Products and Productos de la Frontera. Esteban generously
included me in the “Expo/Impo” and “Producción” groups. I received notifications on my phone
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from both groups for the duration of the project research period. I was not included in the
“Admin” group.
In addition to these group communications, individuals could communicate with one
another separately. As I will discuss in Chapter 5, Esteban, for example, remained in semifrequent contact with Roger at Midwest Products about relatively high-level administrative
issues. In the specific example of their exchanges that I explore in Chapter 5, they discuss order
delivery dates and the transfer of funds for payment of invoices.
As I noted earlier regarding telephone or smartphone calls, issues that were discussed and
resolved at Sites A and F could be engaged in any manner, in any order, using any tool. An
inquiry may begin in a WhatsApp text, be discussed in person (if involving individuals working
at either Site A or F), involve emails to others, or landline calls back and forth between various
subjects in the system. The work, in this respect, was significantly distributed and virtually
impossible to “capture” in any totalizing sense. However, patterns in use did emerge, both in
observations and interviewees’ descriptions of their use of these tools in various circumstances
that reveal the ways the tools defined and transformed the encounters (see discussion below and
in Chapter 5).
Face-to-face (f2f)
In this respect, f2f communication was a key “tool” used especially by Esteban, Gerardo,
and Arturo. Esteban would go to Site F sometimes several times a week to participate in the
production meetings and deal with issues that came up. Gerardo would go at least twice to meet
with Arturo. They would frequently meet for lunch to discuss business and personal matters,
having been friends for many years. At the factory, a spacious cafeteria was built west of the
main building with several microwaves and TVs playing daytime programs. Employees often ate
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together, bringing food to share, discussing matters of personal interest but also work-related
issues. These f2f encounters all proved key to communicating and negotiating toward the
companies’ various object/ive(s).
AT analysis
Despite being a relatively small operation,43 work at Border Products and Productos de
la Frontera in contact with the myriad of individuals and corporations with which they did
business is a complicated and fluid affair. “Stabilizing” that complexity and fluidity is
challenging, both for participants who are seeking to get their jobs done on any given day,
meeting their goals and objectives, and for any outside observer (e.g., a researcher) who would
hope to get a handle on what is being done, how it is being done, and provide any insight into the
nature of the work. Here, the value of AT as a frame of reference becomes clearer.
What does AT help us see?
As discussed in Chapter 3, AT begins with the notion that acting subjects engage their
world using mediating tools/artifacts (Vygotsky). Leontiev most productively added to this, the
concept of the object/ive(s) that governs any activity (though we saw several ways this was
complicated by later theorists (e.g., Kaptelinin, 2005). Engeström’s contribution was to expand
the scope of focus to help us see the governing role(s) rules/norms, communities, and the
division of labor play in activity.
In this way, AT can help participants and researchers “stabilize” momentarily the
complexity of their activity and situate it in ever larger frames of reference. It hews a careful
balance between simplicity and complexity in representing human activity. It enables us to gain
“topsight” (Spinuzzi, 2013) on an organization and its activity. Consequently, we are able to

43One to five million dollars a year, approximately.

135

efficiently represent the shared work at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera with its
customers, suppliers, customs brokers, etc. within the AT activity triangle:
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Site A
Staff
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Staff

Formal
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Mx. Labor Law
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Staff

Division of Labor
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Tools
Comm. Techs:
WhatsApp, WhatsApp Groups
Gmail (web-based)
Google Drive
Excel (Production Schedule)

Professional
Worker-Mexico
Worker-El Paso

Communities
Cities
El Paso—
Juárez
Organizational
Site A, Site F, Site C

Family
Multicultural entities
Entities at border

Figure 4.3. AT map of research site

Of course, even this kind of representation is a simplification of a much more
complicated activity. But with this kind of visualization we can begin to put individual acting
subjects in relation to specific object/ive(s), mediating tools, etc. Any instance of a participants’
rhetorical work, the specific concern of this project, can be quickly oriented to the larger activity.
This gives us as observers an opportunity to then “test” the relationships and efficiently
recognize “contradictions,” structural “double binds” that interrupt, slow, or otherwise diminish
the ability of acting subjects to create their intended objects or meet their intended objectives.
The central shared objective(s) at Border Products, Productos de la Frontera, along with
their customers and suppliers revolves around the organizing objective of Profitability. All
production, movement, and communication is implicitly governed by this goal. But this singular
goal is further complicated by the fact that “Profitability” is motivating different participants.
Midwest Products is uninterested, structurally, in Home Product Corp.’s profitability. This
creates, from the perspective of Border Products, themselves managing the impact of multiple
profitability objectives in addition to their own.
The operational support objectives, ideally, exist to support the profitability objectives.
But managing contradictory objectives related to moving different clients’ orders through the
same factory space, as well as coping with interruptions created by the material failure of
machines (as in the case of the broken CNC router discussed earlier in this chapter), often work
at cross-purposes with profitability objectives, especially inasmuch as “on time delivery”
intimately supports customer (and thereby Border Products, et al.’s) profitability.
Placing all this activity on the AT “map” as it were, helps temporarily cope with the
complexity and gives us a language to articulate a bevy of relationships working at any given
moment in concert and in another at cross-purposes. We can also begin to “map” where
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rhetorical work is being done and to what end within the system. Rhetorical work between acting
subjects does not appear mystically from within participants or even in the midst of a constrained
and artificial “rhetorical situation.” It can be seen for all its “messiness” within the object/ive(s)directed nature of complex knowledge work. And here is AT’s first major contribution to our
project: establishing the rhetorical situation for all rhetorical work conducted in a complex,
technologically mediated context and more specifically the technologically mediated rhetorical
work both “within” and “between” potential sites of cultural difference.
If we are to be able to say anything about the way communication technologies define
and transform intercultural rhetorical encounters and the ways participants actively utilize those
technologies to engage cultural others, we must attend to the object/ive(s) to which the action
those technologies enable and facilitate in all their complexity. Following the qualifications
regarding the nature of human agency suggested by Stetsenko (2005) as well as Miettinen (2005)
and Nardi (2005), if we are to speak of participants’ unique and creative “intentional” use of
these tools we must do so within the larger object/ive(s) orientation of their action.
AT also creates points for comparison. If “culture” (as discussed in Chapter 3 and
expanded in Chapter 6) is primarily about differences in patterns and practices of behavior, there
must be a stable set of relations one can compare (“etic” dynamics, recall Thatcher, 2012).
Culture studies theorists in many fields have used all kinds of points to compare as a way to
reveal “cultural difference”: values (Hofstede), detail inclusion in communication (Hall),
perceptions of time (see discussion of “chronemics” in Dodd, 1997, pp. 146-147), etc. As we will
discuss more extensively in Chapters 6 and 7, AT does not supplant those points of comparison,
but situates them in a much more comprehensive, interlocking—most importantly—
object/ive(s)-oriented activity. Thus, two acting subjects identified in some way as from different
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“cultures” must have their activity’s object/ive(s) orientation identified before we can say
something about the “cultural” difference, because there may be, for instance, “non-cultural”
reasons (whatever those may be) for differences in behavior such that ascribing those differences
to “culture” too quickly may distort our understanding of the situation. AT helps us account for
those material differences, but also lays the groundwork for potentially rendering more precisely
“cultural” differences visible.
Finally, by mapping relationships in the way that it does, AT helps us trace
“contradictions,” those double binds created in those relationships. Those contradictions may
result from any number of issues, from individual personality differences, to errors or
inefficiencies in the way the activity is structured, to larger social dynamics—
“cultural” dynamics, perhaps, but also macro-economic forces, or political forces, not
appropriately reduced to some notion of the “cultural.”
What is missing from AT?
Having mapped the activity of the project case study, albeit in necessarily partial and
provisional ways, the ways AT is limited in the perspective(s) it affords us are made apparent.
For example, AT struggles to impact the role of power operant in activity. It can statically map a
nexus between “rules/norms” and the “division of labor” between say, Carlos and the factory
floor staff or between Esteban and Roger in their exchanges on WhatsApp. As we will see in
Chapter 5 and 6, a variety of forces, particularly related to power, which serves persuasion in a
variety of ways, undergird the rhetorical work happening via technology and f2f between Border
Products, its factory, and its customers and suppliers. AT struggles to capture those motivating
forces. Kaptelinin (2005) and Nardi (2005) note that we cannot conceive of the object/ive(s) of
activity without these forces, yet it is not clear they are inherently visible in the AT system.
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AT’s conception of “mediation,” while helpful for tracing how a tool is used by an acting
subject in any particular instance to achieve a goal, does not as efficiently help us take note of
how those tools—for our purposes, specifically communication technologies—are
“transforming” the rhetorical encounter or even the activity in general. It can really only map
historical difference through time, something that is a necessary (but not sufficient) pre-condition
for marking “transformation.” Here the usefulness of a coordinated role for an ANT perspective
comes into focus.
Coordinating supplement: ANT
The concepts of “enrolling” and “unenrolling” actants in activity from ANT gives us
language to talk more precisely about the motivating forces at work in shaping the object/ive(s)
oriented activity happening amidst Border Products’ varying relationships. For example,
pressures that appear because of the changed relationship between Border Products and Midwest
Products are not easily visible in an AT framework. The enrolling power of shifts in the housing
market, which radically reduced Midwest Products’ demand from customers (and hence its
demand on Border Products) can be noted as a matter of historical development in AT, but we do
not see them as a contradicting force, changing participants’ reception of one another’s rhetorical
practices oriented towards various (often contradictory) object/ive(s). As I will discuss in
Chapter 5, a tension underlying Esteban’s exchanges with Roger (from Esteban’s perspective at
least), was the result of a potential frustration at a lack of responsivity from Border Products to
Midwest Products’ requests for information or more substantively delays in order delivery. The
transformative power of NAFTA, the violence in Juárez—arguably exacerbated by U.S. drug
policy conceived as a “war on drugs”—in addition to shifts in global economic “flows” that
create the kinds of pressures on individual companies’ production and sales, all—from an ANT
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perspective—enrolling and unenrolling actants, are difficult to trace without recourse to this kind
of language of power and persuasion, not inherent to the map afforded us by AT.
ANT’s language of “mediation” and “intermediation” helps us take AT’s tracing of
historical difference in participants’ action to the next level. It helps us potentially speak more
precisely about how a tool (i.e., communication technology) is in fact “transforming” the
encounter by not only tracing how—for our purposes—rhetorical encounters are conducted
differently in a material sense, but how that (material) difference alters the “inputs” such that the
“outputs” are different in such a way as to alter the power/persuasion (“enrolling”/“unenrolling”)
dynamic.
While AT takes a certain theoretical priority in mapping activity in this project, the
supplementary or coordinated role played by ANT is substantial. Throughout the remainder of
our discussion, I will take note of places where AT fails to render key dynamics and where ANT
best serves our understanding of complex, technologically-mediated intercultural rhetorical
situations.
Conclusion
As should be obvious from this chapter, modern knowledge work is complex. Modern,
technologically mediated knowledge work, especially across borders, physical and linguistic, is
even more complex. Using AT we can put participants in relation to their objectives and the
objects they are trying to bring about while non-reductively accounting for the various dynamics
shaping their pursuit of their objectives and the developments of the objects. This sets the stage
to be able to say with some confidence where “intercultural” rhetorical encounters are happening
and how specifically technology is mediating those encounters.
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In this chapter I provided a necessarily condensed description of the activity system that
defines the coordinated work at Border Products (Site A) and Productos de la Frontera (Site F),
along with their various customers, most significantly Midwest Products and several of their
staff. I organized my description around the categories provided by AT and highlighted
specifically how the participants as subjects interacted with their tools, rules and norms, the
division of labor, and the multiple communities they inhabit as they pursue their objects and
objectives.
With regard to my study’s research questions (RQs), we see that common communication
technologies define the encounters by facilitating activity towards object/ive(s) (RQ 1). Indeed,
most communicative activity between Sites A and F happens via a communication technology.
Virtually every point of contact between Border Products/Productos de la Frontera, their
customers and suppliers is mediated/intermediated by a communication technology, sometimes
several technologies. By tracing the way those tools mediate (AT) we can lay the groundwork for
answering how those technologies define intercultural rhetorical encounters. At this stage, we
can see that at the very least communication technologies place cultural others and those from
shared cultures in immediate proximity potentially enabling speedy engagement with objectiverelated questions, problems, and concerns. Determining more precisely how individual acting
subjects or participants intentionally utilize those communication technologies as tools to engage
perceived cultural others (RQ 2) is possible given the initial mapping afforded by AT. We turn
now to exploring more precisely the nature of technologically mediated rhetorical encounters at
the research site(s) (Chapter 5) and the nature of specifically technologically mediated
intercultural rhetorical encounters (Chapter 6), before noting limitations of the study and
sketching potential extensions and applications of the research (Chapter 7).
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Chapter 5
Mapping Technologically Mediated Professional Communication at Border Products, Inc.
and Productos de la Frontera, SA
Unit 2: Technologically mediated rhetorical encounters
As we began to see in Chapter 4, an enormous amount of the rhetorical work happening
at all the sites is technologically mediated. Calls, texts, and emails suffuse the workday. During
my week-long observation at Site A, I was surprised at how quiet the office itself was as each
participant was taken up with email communication, reviewing documents in the cloud at their
desktops, attending to texts on their smartphones, etc. Oftentimes Roberto and Luis were the
only staff on site (Carlos, Esteban, and Gerardo were often at Site F). While the occasional
customer would come in (I observed three instances of in-person order requests being made
during my time there), work at Site A consisted mostly of Luis and Esteban managing the work
via email, texts, and calls. Having established the broad context of the activity “triangle” that
defines work at Border Products, involving Productos de le Frontera and their customers and
suppliers, I am now able, here in Chapter 5, to “zoom in” a bit more to speak more precisely
about how communication technologies are used at the various sites. This will set the stage
further for exploring in Chapter 6 how these technologies define and transform intercultural
encounters in the activity.
Technologically mediated encounters were significantly distributed across multiple
communication technologies operating as mediating tools in the system. With an initial
communication, usually in the form of an email order being received online followed by repeated
communication, often via phone call but also by email regarding changes in a detail of the
order’s design, for instance, or an email sent to serve as a record of the discussed change, and so
on. Of specific interest were exchanges that could be plausibly described as “intercultural” or
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“cross-cultural” and involved a rich, complex exchange about some object or objective in the
activity system. While examples abound from the observations and interviews, one stood as a
clear example of the way technological mediation can define and transform the quotidian
encounters of knowledge workers across various boundaries. In this chapter, however, I will
focus solely on the technological mediation of communication in the activity at the companies.
In Chapter 6, I will explore the specifically “intercultural” aspect of key exchanges.
Technologically mediated rhetorical encounters
Email
Email was a significant tool of communication at both Sites A and F. Email proved the
backbone of exchanges between Border Products and Midwest Products regarding orders. In the
first instance, an email would be sent with an attached PDF of the standardized order form
(created, according to Luis, by Midwest Products). The exchange for an individual order could
be quite extensive, and was printed out in full for both filing and reference purposes. The email
record revolving around order #3253 (discussed below as it pertained to Esteban and Roger’s
exchange via WhatsApp) extended to approximately 15 emails with multiple participants being
“cc’d” on the various exchanges. The distribution of the emails makes reconstructing the “flow”
of the discussion surrounding the order difficult as issues that come up can go to multiple acting
subjects in the system, and with a number of the participants being “attached” to the discussion
with the “cc” function in email.
For the most part the emails in this exchange regarding order #3253 (beginning in midMarch, 2016 and concluding in mid-May, 2016) were informational, transmitting the raw
information of either the initial request for a quote, or the official order placed after the quote has
been accepted by Midwest Products. A simple email with the attachment and note from Henry to
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Luis saying, “Please see attached” begins the process. An email from Luis to the admin at Site F
(in this case sent to Beatriz and copied to any number of the production staff, in this case Ricardo
and Jorge, the production supervisors at Site F), with the note “Hi, Orden Nueva. Gracias,” from
Luis transmits the order information to the next set of acting subjects in the system (by simply
forwarding the attachment).
Any revisions or updates needed (often initiated by questions from customers, in this case
prompted by a question from Henry to Luis) were often bundled in a single request. The fourth
email in the chain involving order # 3253 has Luis asking Jorge and Ricardo (both recipients of
the email to “Please check with Picasso44 to see when you can deliver these samples 3232, 3220,
and 3253.”45 In this way, requests often involved multiple orders and (in the language of AT)
objects/ive(s).
The fifth email I obtained regarding this exchange is actually a series of forwarded emails
beginning with two requests from Roger to Esteban. The first, sent late March (approximately
two weeks after the initial request for an estimate was sent) simply asks for updates on expected
shipping dates: “Attn: Esteban/Roberto Please advise updated shipping date for the attached list.
THanks [sic].” A second email, sent a little over a week later at the very beginning of April,
repeats the request and indicates no response to the initial request: “See attached list sent
3/23/2016 with no response. * We need updated shipping dates before payment can be sent
today! Thanks”. The subtle intensification of the request “with no response” is supported by an
even further material intensification “before payment can be sent.” These emails are followed by
exchanges between admin staff at Sites A and F requesting information and sending updated

44Nickname for individual in charge of stain/paint/etc.
45Original email text: “Buen dia Joven, Porfavor de revisar con picaso aver cuando nos puede entregar estas
muestras [3232, 3220,] y [3253].” Translation is mine.
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shipping dates and reasons for delay. In the case of order #3253, the delay is marked as the result
of pending “Stain approval.” The customer approval of the stain color is communicated a little
less than a week later, communicated by Henry to Luis via email. The email chain (as it pertains
to order #3253) ends with a confirmed shipping date and an invoice indicating the order’s cost to
be charged to the customer. The order delivery is delayed for reasons not inscribed in the email
record. These reasons come to light, rather, in the midst of the WhatsApp exchange between
Roger and Esteban in early May when the order (with an initially proposed ship date of late
April) does not materialize.
Email’s function relative to other communication technologies appeared to be that of
creating a formal record. Implicit in comments like “See attached list sent 3/23/2016 with no
response” (see above) is the assertion of a formal record. In other words: “A request was made
[marked by electronically confirmed date and time] and no response is on record.” This dynamic
was clear in the way email was used as the means by which orders originated from Midwest
Products and were managed through the process, as well as how emails were treated at Site A in
particular once the exchanges surrounding orders were complete (i.e., they are printed out and
filed for later review).
Arturo made this point explicit in his interviews. When managing the production
schedule he described how inquiries, clarifications, etc. are sent via email rather than a call.
When I asked why an email versus a call he said “To make them responsible. Because if I call
them…then they might forget. This way I have written proof and…can say ‘on the 24th I sent
you this did you receive it? You haven’t answered me’ and that way I have leverage.” Discussing
the question of how he interpreted “silence” or a failure to respond to an inquiry of any kind
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request electronically, Arturo seemed willing to let the silence persist for two days or so before
following up more directly via phone:
If I send an email on Wednesday and I don’t receive a response Wednesday or Thursday I
will send a reminder on Friday and say…in my regular email…“Reminder I need this,
this, and this…that I communicated with you the previous day.”
The interpretive work around determining how electronic communication is being
received by recipients is especially clear in email. Arturo’s suggestion that the email helps
establish a more firm “responsibility” from those he sends these kinds of communications to and
as well as concern that in the absence of an email “they might forget” serves as evidence of this
kind of necessary interpretation about how communication works in this activity system. But that
interpretive work happens even in the minute back and forth of email communication.
During one of my earliest observations at Site A, Esteban indicated that there was an
issue with some pre-cut materials that had been sent from one of Border Products’ materials
suppliers Southwest Materials. The error only came to light when the materials were unboxed at
Site F. Esteban had received a WhatsApp text from a staff member on the factory floor with a
picture of the material as delivered with a tape measure held up next to the material to show how
far short the piece was compared to the ordered size. Esteban, using this picture, sent it to his
contact at Southwest Materials. The contact at Southwest Materials responded very quickly,
asserting that materials could be delivered cut within a certain “margin of error” (suggesting that
the error Esteban and the production staff at Site F were identifying was within that margin). “He
didn’t read [the email],” Esteban noted ruefully. Esteban speculated that if his contact had read
the email closely and especially if he had looked at the attached picture, he would have seen just
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how far outside the margin of error the material was and would not have responded so quickly
with the margin of error policy.
Looking at how these communication tools are used, we begin to see a twofold dynamic
emerge. On one hand, email as communication technology creates affordances that define
encounters: the ability to render formal records of requests and “trace” the material formation of
objects, and the extent to which objectives are being met. They also enhance the speed with
which objects can be created and objective(s) can be met. When I asked about the process of
solving the issue with the materials cut too short, Esteban noted that the kind of exchange that
had happened within the span of a half an hour might have previously taken half a day. The
production staff on the floor at Site F would have had to find the camera stored at the office,
taken the picture, ejected the SD card, gone to the computer to upload the image, attach it to an
email and send it to Esteban who would have only seen the problem and attached photograph
when he sat down at his desktop to review emails. With the complex material network created by
the smartphone camera connected to the ability to text/email from the smartphone the production
staff had issued to them (and the data plan made much more feasible by the new corporate plan
Border Products had signed up for with the major telecommunications corporation), the entire
exchange of pictures first via WhatsApp (with its easy attachment function) to Esteban, and then
the relative ease with which that could be forwarded by email (also through the smartphone) to
the contact at Southwest Materials occurred within minutes. Though the material speed with
which the problem could be communicated did not prevent delays in the resolution of the
problem.
The delay in that particular instance emerged because the communication tool of email
also creates a “silence” around it, an interpretive space that demands acting subjects think
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through what they are trying to accomplish, why what they are trying to accomplish is being
interrupted or stymied in some way, and significantly what role their interlocutor via that
communication technology is playing in their inability to accomplish their goals. Roger must
determine why his request for a confirmed ship date has not been responded to. Arturo sends an
email to create a sense of “responsibility” so as to avoid recipients “forgetting” about the
request—yet if there is a silence of one or two days he must decide why that silence is persisting
and perhaps revert to another communication technology (directed “higher up” in the division of
labor) to compel a response. Esteban must interpret the speedy but ultimately irrelevant response
to his email about materials delivered in the wrong size. The communication technologies both
create immediate connections and create space and distance into which participants must
“invent” others, creating reasons from the evidence at hand, and deciding how to respond
rhetorically into that technologically mediated situation.
Phone
LANDLINES
The bulk of technologically mediated rhetorical encounters within the activity system of
shared work between Border Products, Productos de la Frontera, their suppliers, and customers,
occur by phone. Landlines still ground daily communication. Roberto, managing accounts
receivable and communication with the firms who help him negotiate the complex, daily customs
process surrounding the movement of materials and product back and forth across the United
States-Mexico border, engaged people primarily using the landline. Orders oftentimes began as a
call to the landline which Roberto managed.
Each individual at Site A had both a landline at their desk and at least one smartphone
with which they managed communication with any individual related to their work (customers,
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suppliers, admin at Site A, admin at Site F, etc.). Any outside call would ring at any participants’
desk and thus any acting subject in the system could be confronted, at least initially, with any
inquiry or request to the company from any customer, supplier, or co-worker. For example,
during my interview with Gerardo, whose work is entirely devoted to accounting and financial
management concerns at Sites A and F, the phone at his desk rang. When he answered, it was
clearly a customer service inquiry and—befuddled in the moment as to how to transfer the call to
Roberto—called him in from the next room to take the call physically at his (Gerardo’s) desk. He
laughed, “My extension is #1, they don’t listen to the menu, they just hit ‘1’.”
At Border Products, Roberto and Luis were much more inclined to use a landline in
addition to a smartphone, given the fact that all of their work was conducted at Site A’s office.
Much customer service-related work occurred via landline, while daily intra-company
communication occurred predominantly via texting and email tools on smartphones. When
Esteban was in the office at Site A, he was much more inclined during my observations to use
smartphones in addition to the landline.
Per my observations, Luis would communicate via any tool with nearly any individual
who required contact. However, he was much more likely to use the walkie-talkie app, Prip, with
Javier, the project manager at Site F, given the relative geographical closeness and the potential
speed of the connection afforded by the walkie-talkie app. Communications between Luis and
Henry at Midwest Products occurred almost exclusively by email or landline. When I asked Luis
the question of how he interpreted “silence” from, say, Henry, he laughed and said, “Sometimes
after I send the email, I call him right away. ‘Did you get my email?!’” In this way
communication technologies worked together as tools participants used to complete discrete
tasks. During my observations, a couple walked in during my observations at Site A who had
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ordered a product from Border Products. Being friends of Carlos’s family they requested a
modest discount as a courtesy. Luis discussed the request (in Spanish) with them f2f, then
utilized the landline to call Carlos to determine if he would authorize a discount for them.46 The
negotiation then (organized around the objective of obtaining/authorizing a discount) involved
four acting subjects (the couple, Carlos, Luis) with the double mediation of Luis conveying the
request via landline.
SMARTPHONES
As should be clear from the discussion above regarding the error in the size of material
delivered by Southwest Materials, “smartphones” are themselves complex technologies in the
sense that multiple communication tools inhere in a single material device. The number of
affordances within the device provide acting subjects with any number of possibilities for
engaging a rhetorical situation around an object/ive(s). These devices, however, have at their
core the ability to engage in a call ending in direct contact with the person when they answer or
indirect or “distributed” contact when they leave a voicemail to be heard and responded to at a
later date. However, the second major affordance in the smartphone is the texting function which
can be either a tool that comes embedded with the smartphone’s operating system or can be
proprietary texting application that is downloaded for use with the phone (e.g., WhatsApp,
WeChat, Snapchat, etc.). Both calls and texts (either via the embedded texting tool in the phone’s
OS or via WhatsApp) figured heavily in the communicative work done at Sites A and F and with
customers.

46Carlos did provide them with a discount. When I later asked about the circumstances where he would do that sort
of thing, he explained that the woman was the daughter of a previous boss of his, who had given him one of his first
jobs.
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SMARTPHONE CALLS
Smartphone calls were a challenge to observe in a meaningful way. During my weeklong
observation at Site A I observed a number of calls coming in via landline and smartphone. In that
context, I could really only hear one half of the conversation and mark the language(s) in which
the calls were being conducted. Particularly interesting exchanges were debriefed (if possible)
with participants.47
One especially interesting use of the smartphone for calls occurred around a previously
discussed issue on the production floor at Site F. One of the CNC routers used by Productos to
produce components for Home Product Corp. went down. Esteban used the phone then to contact
the technical support services that had been purchased with the machine. The noise on the
factory floor made it impossible to listen in on the discussion. When I debriefed the call with
Esteban he explained that the attempt to sort out the problem was a challenge because the tech
who provided the support via phone was in the eastern United States time zone, two hours ahead
of El Paso/Juarez which are in Mountain Standard Time. The call, placed from Juarez, Mexico
just before 3 p.m. MST, put the request in just before 5 p.m. EST, customarily the close of
business hours in the United States. When the tech pointed this out to Esteban, Esteban reported
he exasperatedly told the tech to “bill him for the overtime.” The tech responded, according to
Esteban, that “it doesn’t work like that.” The company providing support for the machines, being
a relatively small operation, did not have the capacity to do so. Esteban reported the tech
intimated that he was responsible for taking his children to a function after work and could not
simply stay on the phone with him to sort out the issue. Thankfully, Productos policy of keeping
a 48 hour lead time ahead of schedule, prevented the technical hiccup from putting them too far

47I asked Luis after the fact, for example, about the nature of his discussion with Carlos regarding the walk-in
customers’ request for a discount.
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behind. Though, if the problem had happened on the weekend (late, Friday, for example) it
would be especially challenging, given that a part needed to be delivered to fix the machine. The
smartphone, like email, renders immediate contact over distance but cannot always help
overcome larger material obstacles to developing/meeting object/ive(s).
TEXT/WHATSAPP
The texting application WhatsApp figured very prominently in the communicative and
rhetorical work being done at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera between Sites A
and F. The companies had increased their communication via these tools in the months leading
up to when I began my observations (aided, again, by the increased access to data with the new
business plan). While individuals used the tool to communicate with one another (see in depth
discussion of Roger and Esteban’s exchange below), several of the departments at both sites had
shared WhatsApp groups used to organize communication around specific administrative and
production related object/ive(s). As noted in Chapter 3, Sites A and F used three main WhatsApp
groups: “Admin” (for administration related work), “Producción” (for production related work),
and “Expo/Impo” (for work related to the import of materials into Mexico and the export of
finished products into the United States and beyond).
Esteban was generous enough to allow me access to the Producción and Expo/Impo
groups. To get a sense for the ubiquity of this mode of communication, one only need to know
that from the time he put me in those groups in May 2016, until the time he (blessedly)48
removed me from the groups in mid-December 2016, I observed just a little over 700 Producción
related texts and a little over 1,350 Expo/Impo related texts. This involved multiple participants

48Getting notifications for your phone, even for issues you are in no way responsible to help solve was stressful. It
was an utter relief to no longer be getting notifications, however fascinating it may have been as a researcher or
scholar of rhetoric and technical communication.
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interacting around the object/ive(s) most pertinent to the group.49 Most communication occurred
in Spanish and was text based. Though communication was emoji heavy and often involved the
attachment of pictures (e.g., of the truck being loaded or inspected, manifests stabled to crates,
etc.) that in some way supported the point being made via text. As I note below with the example
with the exchange between Esteban and Raul (which happened in the Expo/Impo group), much
of the communication was related to checking in on orders, delivery times, dates. Producción
related communication involved issues related to the actual manufacture of products (like the
problem with the improperly sized materials discussed above).
In addition to the material rhetorical affordances in WhatsApp, like the ability to take and
attach pictures or include emojis, it is also interesting to note that in the WhatsApp interface a
small check mark appears beneath texts. When a text is sent, the check mark is single and grey.
When the text has been delivered, the check mark appears light blue. When recipients have seen
the text, both check marks turn blue.50 Like the time and date stamps, this creates another
dynamic that can/must be taken into account when making interpretive decisions about what
your interlocutors via these tools may be doing. Next we look at two specific of individual
exchanges via WhatsApp to get a better sense for all that goes into exchanges via this tool
materially and rhetorically.

49It is important to note that this record was in no way a comprehensive record of the exchanges that occurred
around the objectives discussed. Individuals were able to call and text directly about any matter (see discussion of
Gerardo’s taxonomy of technology use below) outside the group itself. So rhetorical actions pertinent to the
completion of the objective at the center of any given set of texting “turns” in the groups were “invisible” from a
research perspective.
50This description of the interface reflects the nature of the application as of 2016. Updates may have been made to
the interface since then. Note that you can manually include “read receipt” tools to email, but they are not
“hardwired” into the interface in the same way that WhatsApp does. I am also indebted to my colleague Levi Martin
who pointed out during the Q&A at UTEP’s Rhetoric and Writing Studies 2017 Spring Symposium that while other
texting applications allow you to shut off that function, WhatsApp, so far, has not enabled that particular affordance.
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Example: Roger-Esteban WhatsApp exchange
As noted above, the bulk of the day-to-day back and forth between Border Products and
Midwest Products occurred between Luis and Henry. However, some high-level exchanges
occurred between Esteban and Roger. One exchange via WhatsApp related to the two key
objectives governing work at Border Products—on-time order delivery and timely circulation of
funds—was especially illuminating. Between May 9th-11th (Monday-Wednesday), Roger texted
Esteban about a particular order:

Participant

Turn 1
Monday 5/9/2016

11:48

Date/Time
AM
Esteban can you please
advise regarding order 3253
Roger

Text:
last email gave us ship date
of 4/29
Turn 2
9:16
Date/Time
Wednesday 5/11/2016

Roger

AM

Text: Please advise on 3253
Turn 3
Date/Time

Wednesday 5/11/2016
Please advise asap on 3253

Roger

Text: customer has called 4 times
today for this info
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2:43 PM

Turn 4

Esteban

Date/Time

Wednesday 5/11/2016

Text:

Sorry

2:43 PM

We are staining the grids
before assembly
Assembling by Friday to
stain/finish. To ship mid
next week

Figure 5.1. Roger/Esteban WhatsApp exchange 151
This exchange begins a series of texts between Esteban and Roger that lasted several
weeks. What is striking about the initial exchange is the lag between the initial text from Roger
and the second two follow up texts before Esteban responds. When I spoke with Esteban about
the exchange, reconstructing the conversation from his perspective I asked about the lag.
Referring to the time stamp he suggested that given the date and time he was at or on his way to
Site F for the weekly production meeting and probably thought to himself that he would check
on the order then. He did not feel compelled to respond at the time. He suspects he was then
sidetracked with activity both at Site F and then back at Site A. But he also notes that, “For
something like this I prefer to answer once I see it with my own eyes…I ask my production
manager— ‘Hey, they’re asking me about this order. What’s the deal?’”
After no response—a “silence” of nearly 48 hours—Roger texted again. With still no
response, Roger texts a third time mid-afternoon on the same day. At this point Esteban

51All WhatsApp exchanges have been reconstructed from screenshots captured from participants’ phones. All
grammar and spelling has been (as far as possible) kept as originally sent. Only names, order numbers, and other
identifying information have been assigned pseudonyms and changed in the reconstruction.
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responds. He explains that the product Roger is asking about had to be stained before assembly
(a somewhat unusual process compared to the usual procedure) and this required waiting until
the parts dried before it could be assembled and shipped. He suggests a ship date in the middle of
the next week (5/18/16).
A little over an hour later on that same day, Esteban sent an image via WhatsApp of the
assembly being stained and separated by parts, with the explanation: “We have to stain the grids
before assembly. Then assemble the…unit and stain/finish the complete unit.” The next morning
Roger responded: “Thanks for the updates.”
Esteban explained that he sent the images in part because the design is unique and “I just
think it’s cool.” But he also noted that he sends the pictures “so that [Roger] can believe me.
Because you know there’s always a trust issue. Because—‘Oh no, the order shipped’ and
then…you know…a little bit of the Latin…sense of humor. No, not ‘sense of humor’ but way of
doing business [laughs].”
I asked if that would have been a way of coping with delays in the past, i.e., indicating
that the order has shipped to stall further questions while issues were resolved. Esteban was noncommittal but emphasized that the ability now (using the smartphone camera and the ability to
send images in WhatsApp)52 to quickly and easily send images of products in process was a way
to garner trust (“so they can believe me”). This was easier, according to Esteban, than an afterthe-fact explanation that would put the Border Products and Productos de la Frontera on the
defensive, explaining why things were not done at the previously promised time. It also provides

52As noted above, this was a new technological affordance that had radically increased the speed with which issues
could be dealt with. Compared this to the issue with the wrongly sized materials and the previous process of
communicating that issue which would have required the use of the on-site camera at Site F, connecting the SD card
to a computer, emailing the images, snapping the photo with the smartphone camera and sending it via a texting app
was significantly easier, lowering the bar to engaging in this kind of communication.

158

an explanation for the delay that is grounded in the material details of the activity in creating the
product (i.e., the staining/assembly process is unique) and not amorphous notions of, say, a
“Latin way of doing business.” Though we should note it is significant that the possibility of this
explanation grounded in a “way of doing business” related to culture lingers in the exchange
such that Esteban seeks to head off that explanation by sending images of the product in process.
Later that week, the exchange continued regarding payment for other orders. Esteban
explained in his conversation with me that in this case there are several outstanding invoices and
a payment of a little more than $14,000 was due from Midwest Products. Later that week
Esteban followed up about this outstanding payment:
Turn 7
Date/Time

Thursday 5/12/2016

11:32 AM

What’s the status on
Esteban

Text:
payment?
Mary has the info on whats
needed to be paid. Bob
however informed her no
payments until he heard

Roger

Text:
from u regarding some
theshold infromation he is
seeking from u! Please
contact bob asap
Figure 5.2. Roger/Esteban WhatsApp exchange 2
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Esteban explained that he sought a status update on a payment, but Roger responded that while
the owner (Bob) had that information, they were withholding payments until they had
information regarding a previous issue (one that involved a warranty on a product shipped in
January). Esteban explained, “So I hadn’t had time to sit down [and deal with the issue]. It took
me a while to respond to him, so [Roger’s] using that against me.”
This issue with the money and the potential for money transfers to function as leverage in
the exchange was an interesting one and connected to larger shifts in the relationship between
Border Products and Midwest Products. Border Products had insulated itself from the economic
downturn in 2007-2008 by diversifying the products it manufactured and services it provided.
Conversely, Midwest Products’ singularity of focus in the market, tied explicitly as it is to home
manufacturing and renovation, caused it to suffer immensely from the housing crisis.
During a conversation with Esteban at Site F about the dynamics shaping the kinds of
exchanges like the one surrounding order #3253, he suggested that tendencies like Bob’s
willingness to assert leverage (or attempt to assert it, i.e., “no payments until he heard from u”)
are grounded in a failure to recognize the structural shift in power between Border Products and
Midwest Products. Whereas they had once been responsible for approximately 80 percent of
Border Products and Productos de la Frontera’s output, they now hovered around 15-20 percent.
The rest was taken over by orders from Home Product Corp. and others. Esteban noted that in
the past Bob and Mary could issue requests/make demands and expect speedy responses from
Sites A and F, no matter what else they were doing because of that asymmetry in their
relationship. With the shift in the object/ive(s) created by the larger make-up of the market and
the introduction of new, larger acting subjects like Home Product Corp., the norms around
communication also begin to change.
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Returning to the WhatsApp exchange, this back and forth with the exertion of implicit
power exchanges continued. Esteban texted back and indicated to Roger that he talked to Bob
(the owner) and the issues with the second order are still being worked out. That Friday, Roger
texts to say that funds would be sent shortly and asked about another order:
Turn 8
Date/Time

Friday 5/13/16
I will have payment [s]ent
short[l]y! Can u give us an
update on 3201 have a date of

Roger

Text:
6/3 is that a solid date?
Customer must have answer
today thanks
We should be able to ship

Esteban

Text:
before the last week of May
3201
FYI
MP 3212 should ship nxt
week
We received a decent amount
of funds however sense we

Roger

Text: deposited today they are not
available for use until
Monday per Mry. We will
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12:59 PM

process wire so funds hit first
thing money morning
Figure 5.3. Roger/Esteban WhatsApp exchange 3
Here the issue with the payment was worked out but would be sent later than originally
promised according to Roger. He then asked about another order (3201) and sought to confirm
that the delivery date they were given (6/3) was still the date they should expect it to arrive.
Roger noted that it was the customer who was looking for the answer on the order’s delivery
date. Esteban responded that they should actually arrive the last week of May (a bit earlier).
Esteban clarified to me that they had always aimed for an earlier ship date internally as they
planned the production schedule at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera:
Beau: You’ve been aiming for a late May delivery?
Esteban: Right.
Beau: But you told them 6/3 to kind of buy yourselves some…wiggle room in case
something comes up?
Esteban: Right…because…What’s the saying? “Under promise and over deliver?”
Beau: Absolutely.
Esteban: And that’s like [a] new kind of thinking that I’m trying to [cultivate at the
company].
Beau: Even if you were to get it done early would you still ship it on the third or would
you?
Esteban: No, no, no.
Beau: Get it out.
Esteban: Get it there.
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Here, the negotiation between Esteban and Roger was impacted by the internal processes at Sites
A and F (to set a later “public” date for delivery while aiming for an earlier delivery). That
process was governed by a business axiom that Esteban would like to cultivate in the company
(i.e., “Under promise and over deliver”53). Roger was clearly being impacted by outside forces
as well (customers calling requesting due dates, owners exerting pressure on inquires by
withholding other information or even funds). All these dynamics defined and transformed the
material details of the technologically mediated exchange.
I asked Esteban if he liked the “parry and thrust and trying to sort through issues” via
WhatsApp as opposed to a direct landline or cell phone call. He indicated he preferred it and he
suspected Roger did as well: “It’s a lot easier because it’s more straightforward.” Later when we
talked about the potential benefits of engaging this way he indicated that it cut down a lot of
excess communication (“[If] I call him, we have to shoot the shit, ‘How are you doing?!”) before
getting to the business at hand. As indicated above, Esteban sees it a way to build trust and mute
the need for verbal, face-saving communicative work. If there is something delaying production,
a picture can be sent to both confirm trust and deflect the need to perform any kind of contrition
(beyond a quick “sorry” in the text message) that things are behind schedule. The technology,
from Esteban’s perspective, facilitates and encourages a certain kind of encounter, one in which
he is spared engaging in communicative or rhetorical dynamics that detract from his other goals
and objectives. I also got the sense that it affords a certain level of control to him. Clearly the
immediacy of the text is valuable (pictures can be sent instantaneously) but also there is space to
respond at one’s own convenience (even creating silences and gaps of many hours, if not days).

53The maxim is common in business. But Peters (1987) formulation captures it well: “Quality is important, to be
sure. So is absolute response time. And price. But at the top of most lists, by far, is keeping your word. With
uncertainty rising, if you ‘under promise, over deliver,’ you will not only keep the customers satisfied; you’ll keep
the customers.”
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The exchange is complex, distributed, and involves orientation to a number of
object/ive(s). To get a sense of how it compares to other exchanges with different subjects in the
activity system across a different set of communicative boundaries, I looked at another exchange
between Esteban and another participant. Below I briefly summarize an exchange between
Esteban and Raul where, like Roger’s text to him, Esteban’s initial queries are met with silence.
Point of comparison: Esteban-Raul WhatsApp exchange
As noted in Chapter 4, Raul plays a significant role in the movement of materials and
products back and forth across the physical border between the United States and Mexico.
Ensuring Raul has the correct documents, knowing where he is, and when he will arrive either at
Site F or back at Site A is crucial to knowing when the company will be able to deliver orders.
As part of my inclusion in the Producción and Expo/Impo WhatsApp groups, I noticed
that consistently, Esteban would text Raul about where he was, how things were going and when
he would arrive (usually back at Site A from Site F). While Raul would respond fairly promptly,
usually within minutes, periodically an exchange very similar to the initial exchange between
Roger and Esteban above would occur:
Turn 1
Date/Time

Wednesday 8/31/16

Esteban

Text: COMO VAN CON LA EXPO

10:52 AM

Esteban

Text: COMO VAN CON LA EXPO

11:25 AM

Esteban

Text: COMO VAS RAUL?

1:56 PM
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Raul

Text: En rayos

1:56 PM

Saliendo

2:02 PM

Aduana

2:02 PM

[Thumbs up (white) emoji (cell
Esteban

Text: phone)]

2:02 PM

Figure 5.4. Esteban/Raul WhatsApp exchange 1
At least once daily Esteban would check in with Raul about how things were going with
the process (i.e., “Como van la expo?”). This exchange is marked by “silences” in Raul’s nonresponse to the first two texts (sent roughly half an hour apart) and the gap between the second
text and the third (nearly two and a half hours later). Raul then acknowledges the text at 1:56
PM, indicates he’s leaving (“saliendo”) and that he’s arrived at (or is headed to) customs
(“aduana”). Esteban responds with a simple thumbs up emoji.
As with the gap in the exchange with Roger and Esteban, I was struck by the gap in
Raul’s response to Esteban and was interested not only in the material conditions that would
have led to his not responding for several hours but, more importantly how that silence would be
“read” or interpreted by Esteban and, if possible, by the other participants included in the
WhatsApp group who could observe the exchange. Esteban was not in the office when the
exchange was resolved and I was interviewing Roberto, the admin at Site A. I asked him first
why Esteban would be texting like that in the first place, what reason, specifically, does he have
for wanting to know where Raul is at any moment, as well as what he thought would cause the
silence from Raul. Roberto noted that a query like this from Esteban can be because a client is

165

calling and “they need to know if their order will be here today or tomorrow.” I then asked him
about Raul’s silences, why he might not respond.
Beau: [Y]esterday, you know, Francisco asked somebody [something on WhatsApp] and
then nothing happened?
Roberto: Yeah. [Laughs]
Beau: And then an hour later he’s like “are you there?”
Roberto: “Are you ready?”
Beau: [W]hat do you think when somebody doesn’t respond or even when you watch
that—[when] something like that happens what is that you’re thinking about what’s
happening?
Roberto: Well, in that case, I was thinking they probably don’t have an answer right
now?
Beau: Oh. [Laughs]
Roberto: So they just left it there.
Beau: It’s just easier to say nothing if there’s no answer.
Roberto: Well it’s easier but it’s not the right thing to do, but I think that they went to the
easier.
Beau: That’s the thing about texting, right? Is that you can just…
Roberto: You just—you can ignore it. Because you don’t have to open it, completely,
you can sweep it there and see the message.
Roberto, watching the exchanges unfold on WhatsApp, is aware of the silences and is
willing and capable of “filling” them with an explanation for why they are happening (“they
don’t have an answer”). He recognizes that one of the affordances of the texting application,
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even between those of a shared cultural and company background, is to simply ignore it in the
moment. This is the same affordance available to Esteban and Roger in their exchanges across
cultural boundaries and with slightly different objectives in their encounter.54
I sought to double-check this possibility with Esteban later. For that particular instance he
indicated he had some things he needed Raul to pick up at Site A and was looking for an arrival
time so he could plan their delivery. When I asked him how he interpreted Raul’s lack of
response he said that he simply assumed Raul was “busy” and indicated that Raul sometimes, in
the down time between deliveries, would assist at Site F in a variety of ways. Esteban, at least in
his explanation to me, “filled” the silence not with an explanation that it was a diversion or
dissembling on Raul’s part, but by an awareness of Raul’s potential activities within the system
and his place within the division of labor which involves an “other duties as assigned”
component and could be impacting Raul’s ability or willingness to respond.
It is also interesting to note that while Esteban’s texts were composed in all caps, a
customary sign that the speaker is angry, he did not in any way appear upset in his
communication. It seemed in discussing it with him that he was not emotional about it one way
or another. The use of all caps was either an accident or playful digital “shouting” (a possibility
given the playfulness of the thumbs up emoji in response to Raul’s eventual response). While

54This compares also with a moment in my interview with Jorge who would often be texting with Home Product
Corp. whose main facility was also in Juárez and who outsourced steps in the production process to Border
Products. Jorge indicated he would often text a staff member at Home Product Corp. and they would say “‘Ah no
I’m not in the office.’ Or something.” Since we were talking about the question of whether you can “trust” someone
via text in the way you can over the phone, I clarified: “You know she’s in the office [when she says that] but she’s
telling you she’s not.” “Yeah, exactly,” he confirmed. I pressed him a little bit more as to what he thought about
that, “Kind of harmless, but it’s trying to buy her time you think?” Jorge was non-committal, “Maybe. I don’t
know.” This kind of “interpreting the silences” work suffuses text exchanges especially. Individuals are constantly
having to call upon what they know about the person they are texting with, their history together, and their
understanding of the activity they are engaged in as a means of figuring out what they are “doing” in their silence or
their deflections in response to inquiries. Though in the end, Jorge’s “I don’t know” is the most honest as one may
not be able to “know” for sure if/when someone is dissembling via text.
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there may be days in which communications like this carry with them a subtext of negative
emotional energy, explanations provided by participants to themselves about why their
interlocutors are communicating in a certain way could vary from the assumption of personal
responsibility (“they don’t have an answer”) or cultural explanation (“Latin way of doing
business”) or an assumption that they are involved in some other activity within the system
toward the object/ive(s) (helping out with work at Site F).
Google Drive/Googledocs
Cloud storage was another significant communication tool employees used. The
increased data plan and the enhanced capabilities of the smartphones enabled more extensive and
easier access to this tool. Documents that previously could only be accessed at desktop
computers and before that had to be managed in person largely with physical copies, could be
accessed, consulted, and altered by anyone with access regardless of geographical location.
Border Products and Productos de la Frontera keep a number of files in the cloud,
mostly Excel documents (colloquially referred to by the employees as “Googledocs”), to which
the primary administrative staff have edit/view access. The production schedule, a key
organizing tool and a mediating communication tool/technology in its own right (described in
Chapter 4) is stored in Google’s cloud service, Google Drive. Luis had also developed truncated
versions of the production schedule for use in consultation with Midwest Products. Orders that
are still in development are copied into the cloud document and are accessible by both Luis and
Henry. A column for notes enable both to communicate in another shared digital record. Notes
inscribed in red signal especially urgent problems that need to be addressed. “Red is bad,” as
Luis put it.
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Along with texting, email, and landline/smartphone calls, these notes columns are a place
where the “record” keeping function of email could be represented much more closely to the
actual production schedule and an asynchronous means of communication about those issues.
Production managers at Site F also have access to these documents. Despite the increased ease of
access afforded by smartphones and the expanded telecommunications plan, participants still
engaged print copies of the documents for consultation in f2f communication. This point of
comparison illustrates both the affordances inherent in Google Drive as a mediating
communication technology as well as the limitations participants in the activity system at Border
Products and Productos de la Frontera still felt as they transitioned to more heavily mediated
means of communication.
Point of comparison: Face-to-face (f2f)
During my first observation at Site F, Esteban and Arturo huddled over a printout of the
cash flow document, discussing the circulation of funds in and out of the company. Normally
housed in the “cloud” both agreed this kind of f2f encounter over the physical document print
out, pens out, scribbling notes, negotiating, debating, and arguing about the best way forward
was very necessary. It was easier and more efficient to communicate issues to one another.
Repeatedly, participants indicated that trust was a significant component facilitated by these f2f
meetings. It is not as if there was a great deal of mistrust among the employees; quite the
opposite, the company in many ways ran like a family, with a mutual love and respect governing
most day-to-day encounters. But there still was a felt need, especially as it related to money, to
physically look at one another and make the case for a specific course of action.
The ability to do this especially at Site F was previously complicated. In conversations
with participants, there appeared to be two reasons for this. The first was that the woman who
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held Arturo’s job previously was often at odds with Carlos. The two would “butt heads”
according to a number of participants. Esteban and Arturo seemed to believe it was just a
question of personality. “They just didn’t understand each other,” according to Arturo. When
Arturo was hired, the information flow, especially as it pertained to f2f communication at Site F,
began to improve. The physical movement of people coming up to the administrative offices was
evidence of this, according to several participants.
The second reason communication was interrupted was by the violence in Juárez that
peaked in 2008-2012. Esteban’s ability to travel to Site F was compromised, as gangs would
often rely on kidnapping and extortion to fund their activities55 (Campbell, 2009). While the
company never fell victim to these threats, the possibility of it disrupted the ability to
communicate, especially before the increased prevalence of cell phones/smartphones.
Regarding the discussion he and Arturo were having about cash flow over the physical
printout of the cloud document, Esteban noted that money had to be sent in payment for goods,
salaries, etc. “It still had to happen because they still had to pay expenses. I cannot not send
money, you know what I mean? So it’d be more—say a prayer and send the money.” The use of
the cloud mitigated that absolute need to be f2f, but for participants it was repeatedly described
as essentially the gold standard of communication.
A third reason that f2f communication was complicated and somewhat contested, forcing
participants to center technologically mediated tools like the production schedule, had more to do

55On the car ride home that day, I ask Esteban about the violence, whether they had ever been threatened. He
indicated that they never received a threat of kidnapping or extortion, but at one point he simply stopped going to
Juárez. He would often take different routes to the factory. He noted that he drove an early model vehicle despite the
desire (and by implication the means) to purchase a nicer car, in the interest of “maintaining a lower profile”—this
being true even at the time of my visits to Site F—though the violence had diminished considerably. As of 2016,
Mexico, including Juárez, was still under State Department travel advisory warning. I was required by UTEP to
obtain permission to enter the city for my research. Violence however had begun to decline according to reports
(Quinones, 2016). As of late 2016, concerns of an uptick in violence continue began to grow (Semple, 2016).

170

with the history of change in the companies that all participants were challenged to negotiate
compared to previous processes. In one of my early observations, several people noted that a
problem kept occurring whereby Carlos would often bypass the production schedule56 and go
directly, in person, to the floor to have a specific order expedited. When I asked about which
orders he would do this for and why, Esteban noted they were usually Carlos’s customers’
products (accounts he was managing) and his customers were “on his ass about it.” The workers
on the floor, because of Carlos’s obvious seniority as owner of the company, would do as they
were told and the production schedule would be disrupted, deliveries (and thus payments)
delayed. At the initial visit to Site F, the office manager Arturo suggested that Carlos continued
to think of the company as a “giant carpentry shop…as opposed to a business…with a structure
and departments or processes within that.” Arturo was engaging Carlos about this issue,
encouraging him to trust the process, and to follow procedure. This rhetorical work of drawing
Carlos’s focus back to the mediating tool of the production schedule to complete the work of the
company, relied on in-person, f2f communication and Carlos and Arturo’s long-standing
personal relationship.
On the other hand, the shifting power dynamics between Border Products and Midwest
Products (discussed above) seemed harder to articulate via mediating communication
technologies. Esteban, having articulated to me the shift in power, expressed a desire for
Midwest Products’ owners Bob and Mary and perhaps other staff members to come to El PasoJuarez and visit the factory—something the companies had done occasionally, but not in the
recent past. Esteban seemed to believe that if they came and visited, they would see the

56In this context the schedule would have been consulted in production meetings in a significantly “blown up”
physical, poster-sized document, the staff could interact with collectively in the weekly meetings.
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difference in their respective companies’ relationship. Implicitly he seemed to resist having to
make this change in the structural dynamic explicit to Bob, Mary, and the staff at Midwest
Products, and certainly not electronically. Their physical, f2f presence at the factory, recognizing
the extent to which Home Product Corp. in particular had taken up literal floor space in the
factory, would communicate the change. This then would—perhaps—enable communication
practices that comported with the changed power dynamics. What this change would look like
specifically, Esteban never stated.
As noted above, the work, both physical and rhetorical, at the combined sites is mediated
by a variety of tools both physical and conceptual. I have highlighted the most significant tools
as well as the rules and norms governing their use by the participants, inasmuch as participants
were aware of the rules/norms and as far as I could observe the pattern of practice for their use.
Gerardo, for example, was very thoughtful about when he used which communication tool to
manage the exceptionally complex accounting procedures at both major sites. When asked what
dictated the variation in his use of the WhatsApp group, emails, or face-to-face communications
he gave a three-fold taxonomy of use. Those issues related to logistics—dates, times of meetings
for instance, information about who was attending the meeting—could be relayed using
WhatsApp. More private matters, issues related to the dispersing of bonuses for example, could
be discussed via email. More sensitive matters, including mistakes made by individuals involved
in the administration or accounting procedures, he would deal with face-to-face. Gerardo was
something of an exception, however. Other participants had a much more free-wheeling
approach to communication tool use, using whatever was at hand in the moment. This overview
of how participants use various communication technologies, particularly in comparison to f2f
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communication practices, enables us to look at significant technologically mediated rhetorical
encounters that occur between Sites A, F, and their customers.
AT analysis
As is clear from this chapter, the mediating role of communication technologies in the
work being done amongst Border Products, Productos de la Frontera, and their customers and
suppliers is exceptionally complex. A variety of tools are used to accomplish an expanding array
of object/ive(s) within their work. Participants are willing and able to call upon any number of
tools as they go about their daily work. As discussed in Chapter 4 where AT’s value as a tool for
conceptually stabilizing the relationships within the entire process of work at Sites A, F, and with
their customers and suppliers, we see the stabilizing value of the AT frame for analyzing the
specific role of communication tools as mediating artifacts within the activity system.
What does AT help us see?
Initially, AT orients our understanding of particular communication tools’ use towards
the object/ive(s), the purpose of activity. Participants were all using these tools to do something.
Speaking of the “way” they used them, apart from the orienting object/ive(s) renders the
“meaning” of their use incoherent.
However, in this chapter, we saw that noting specifically what rules—or in this case it is
better to throw the emphasis on norms—governing the use of these technologies gives us
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language to talk about how these technologies are defining encounters between participants. The
key nexus here is subject(s)-tool(s)-rule(s)-object/ive(s):

Subject

Rules/Norms

Tools

Communities
Object/ive(s)

Division of labor

Figure 5.5. AT and technological mediation
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Perhaps most basically, communication technologies aid in the efficient distribution of
knowledge about the process of building/meeting various object/ive(s) that organize the activity
at the company. This information can be made “public” within the system, for example, in a
WhatsApp group. Multiple actors in the system can see what is happening and organize their
activity accordingly or intervene as appropriate. In this way communication technologies have
the potential to facilitate the division of labor towards object/ive(s).
Communication technologies also allow for an increased level of detail in the distribution
of that knowledge. The ability to include images, along with text, enables participants to be more
precise about their claims to other acting subjects in the system (e.g., holding a tape measure up
to materials you are claiming are cut too short). This capacity for detail also enables participants
to push back against bureaucratic assertion of rules and norms by calling attention to the
object/ive(s) in detail. For example, while delivery dates for a product may have been initially
set, the material conditions of producing that order may impede the process. Sending an image
along with the explanation helps build trust between participants. The communication
technology serves as a trust building tool amidst the activity.
This trust-building dynamic of communication technologies is especially interesting.
These tools build trust in the activity by serving as a “formal record,” a means of accountability
between participants in the system. Email, we saw, especially has this “record keeping” function.
Emails sent in relation to various object/ive(s) formalizes requests and agreements in a way that,
in Arturo’s language, makes participants “responsible” for their agreed upon part in meeting the
shared object/ive(s).
From the interviews and observations, it became clear that tracking rules and norms in
relation to object/ive(s) through time may help us determine the extent to which communicative
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or rhetorical practices (disruptive or not) are related to personality (e.g., Arturo’s predecessor at
Productos), the micro-physics of time zones and outside communal obligations (e.g., tech
support in EST needing to take his kids to soccer), or larger structural forces (e.g., housing crisistriggered global crisis). These distinctions between the “micro-,” “meso-,” and “macro-” levels
in the rhetorical situation and the ways they interact (either in terms of facilitating or
contradicting activity) become clearer and easier to trace within the organizing structure of the
AT triangle. These “nodes” within the triangle also allow for a richer and less reductive
explanation of possible motivating forces for individuals’ rhetorical actions.
The AT analysis also helps us mark key contradictions. For example, the fact that Carlos
at one point would surpass the developing organizational structure, a shift from a “small
carpentry shop” to a “business,” and disrupt the division of labor in the service some
object/ive(s) over others is easier to track and articulate. The ability of other acting subjects in
the system (Arturo in the case of the situation with Carlos) to intervene is rendered visible by
placing them both in their respective (and shared) communities—shared family, friendship, and
work contexts. The interaction of their shared presence in those communities with the division of
labor makes clear why Arturo’s intervention is possibly more effective over his predecessor’s
practices of simply asserting the norm towards the objective without reference to the division of
labor. While Arturo’s predecessor may have also shared communities with Carlos, her reported
lack of ability to persuade Carlos (and vice versa we might add) would need to be tested with
relation to both individuals’ expectations about the object/ive(s) of their activity.
Studying how acting subjects use tools through the lens of AT (i.e., in accordance with
certain rules/norms, towards object/ive(s), amidst various communities and divisions of labor)
reveals contradictions in that use that help determine how the communication technologies
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define and transform rhetorical action. While communication tools like email provide a more
formal record of obligations, decisions, etc. within the activity, they cannot themselves be
completely trusted. Luis’s assertion that he would often call Henry to confirm an email or text
had in fact been received and reviewed reveals this dynamic. When I asked him the variation on
my “magic wand” question,57 how he would change communication in his day to day work, he
replied by saying he wished he was able “to see” the people with whom he was talking. This
comported with the largely unanimous attitude among participants that f2f communication is the
gold standard for human communication.58 “They can be real nice through the email, but his
face can be different,” Luis said. He also indicated that seeing interlocutors’ faces helps him
determine whether the person is truly going to follow through. Communication technology’s role
as a means of producing a formal record, a means of fostering accountability and trust is
undercut somewhat by the inability of participants to completely trust in messages sent and
received via these tools. There seems to be a contradiction revealed in this dynamic.
Communication technologies both create accountability and trust while being a site of
uncertainty and distrust.
Attending to the larger communities participants inhabit amidst their work helps us see
how the communication technologies transformed the possibilities for rhetorical encounter. We
see this especially when we consider the role drug-trafficking related violence shaped the ability

57If you had a magic wand and could change anything about your communication practices in your work, what
would you change?
58Esteban was an outlier on this point. During this exchange with Luis about his wanting to be able to see
interlocutors, Esteban, who was also in the office at the time and eavesdropping, expressed some credulity at the
value of seeing the person you are communicating with via technology: “There’s no need to see their face.” Given
Esteban’s description of the value of WhatsApp and the means of communication afforded him (discussed above
and in Chapter 6), I suspect that Esteban may prefer the control of the rhetorical situation he feels the space and time
react afforded him by texting (that the f2f encounter does not). Given the complexity of Esteban’s role in the system
(relative to Luis), he may prefer the convenience of dealing with communiqués from other acting subject’s in the
system on his own terms and in his own time.
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of Esteban in particular to be physically present to attend to, say financial matters at Site F. The
technology defined and transformed communication by enabling it where it was not previously
possible under the conditions created by violence in the community. When the violence
subsided, however, the communication technologies (especially Google Docs) continued to play
a mediating function, shaping when, where, and how communication could happen.
What is missing from AT?
As we noted in Chapter 4 and is now more explicit, AT struggles to clearly help us see
and articulate the motivating forces, the power and persuasion flowing through the system. For
example, AT helps us mark the contradiction between the mediating tool of the production
schedule (which exists both in the cloud and as printed out and engaged as a physical artifact in
production meetings) and the division of labor created by Carlos’s going directly to the
production floor and interrupting the established process in favor of his customer’s order. But it
cannot really tell us why he is doing that.
Furthermore, AT can help us trace the mediating role of WhatsApp in shaping the
quotidian day-to-day nature of rhetorical encounters. It can “stabilize” those encounters
temporarily, giving us the ability to orient ourselves to what is happening amid the bewildering
array of activity. But it cannot map, trace, or sense things like the way the shift in make-up
manufacturing output between Midwest Products and Border Products/Productos de la Frontera
is complicating, for example, the communication practices between Roger and Esteban. No overt
“contradiction” is revealed in the exchange discussed above. And yet power and motivation flow
through that exchange in a way not visible to the AT map. Here the role of the lens afforded to us
by ANT becomes clearer.
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Coordinating supplement: ANT
Stepping back to look at the elements in the AT system not as neatly divided “nodes” of
activity, but as “flat” where all actors are potentially equally important for activity, is a crucial
move. We can then see that the rhetorical situation is a buzzing, blooming cacophony of
“actants” enrolling and unenrolling one another, not necessarily organized neatly around an
object/ive(s). This helps us begin to trace strong and weak associations, the way power is shifting
those associations, and the ways the material conditions of those associations are also themselves
shaping activity.
Attending to the material conditions of communication technology-mediated rhetorical
encounters highlight some of the most interesting dynamics of this kind of encounter. ANT helps
us see the way, for example, the material conditions of the smartphone (or computer) in
conjunction with the texting (or email) software work together to create a “silence” between
rhetorical interlocutors that can serve to “transform” (“mediate” in ANT’s sense) the encounter.
We attend to the material conditions of using a smartphone and we realize that the smartphone
and all it affords us are potentially immediately available to us and to the people we are
communicating with. When I text or email someone, knowing that these communication
technologies are ubiquitous, I know the possibility exists for them to see my communication and
respond immediately. The space between when they could have responded (rendered visible,
materially, via time and date stamps) and the time they do respond constitutes a silence into
which the enrolling actant (text’s author), the inter/mediating actant(s) embedded in the
communication technology (software/hardware/network), and the receiving or “counterenrolling/unenrolling” actant (text/email recipient) all work together to establish the rhetorical
situation of that encounter. Outside forces too are shaping that silence, both in terms of
affordances and limitations, framing the “available means of persuasion” open to all acting
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subjects/actants. The silence between Roger and Esteban is shot through with the unarticulated
shift in power between their two companies and their overlapping-and-yet-divergent
object/ive(s). For example, Roger’s delivery of the order to satisfy his customers and satisfy
Midwest Products’ profitability motive is shared by Esteban but also disrupted by material
limitations in the construction of the order’s final product and constrained in big and small ways
by the other object/ive(s). Roger continues to seek to enroll Esteban in his concerns by calling
upon various points of leverage (e.g., customers’ demands, delivery of payment) to get what he
needs and wants from the WhatsApp exchange. This helps us also see the object/ive(s) as actants
themselves, enrolling and unenrolling other actants in the system—often compelled and
constrained by dynamics not visible in the much more simple, static, AT conception of the
activity system.
To this point, the notion of “trust” discussed above, while clearly a factor in the activity
at Border Products/Productos de la Frontera, is not easily described within the activity system as
rendered by AT. But viewed through the ANT lens, trust mediated by the f2f encounter becomes
a means of enrolling/unenrolling actants in their various activities. Attending again to the
material conditions, we can see the contradictions around this notion of trust embedded in
communication technology as a means of enrolling others. Communication technologies both
enable contact, which may build trust, and yet at the same time create circumstances that need to
be verified and routinely supported by f2f encounters in order to build and maintain trust. So,
Arturo and Esteban still feel compelled to meet f2f to discuss cash flow even though cloud
storage + smartphone access + telecommunication networks enable access to the relevant
documents and more effectively when placed in comparison to the previous separation created
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by the physical/governmental border, and—especially in the case of Border Products—its
attendant potential for violence.
Again, AT when offered analytical priority provides us quite a bit of insight into how
activity is organized and, given my concerns in this project, how communication technologies
mediate that activity. But ANT enables us to both see and account for dynamics not easily visible
in (or “mapped by”) the activity. Coordinating the two perspectives gives us a fuller perspective
of the ways communication technologies mediate the activity.
Conclusion
We see that there is similarity and overlap in the ways that technologies mediate the
rhetorical encounters of individuals within the activity system that is Sites A, F, and their
customers. Compared to Chapter 4, in Chapter 5 we have “zoomed in” on the particular
mediating impact of communicating technologies to study the material and rhetorical affordances
those technologies provide participants in that activity. AT coordinated with ANT provides
productive lenses for analyzing this kind of activity.
With regard to my study’s research questions, we see that common communication
technologies define rhetorical encounters by creating the possibility of quick and direct
communication about an object/ive(s) (RQ1). The common “norm” governing communication
tool usage towards the object/ive(s) is to use the technology as a means of “formal record” that
can be independently consulted for the purposes of mutual accountability between participants.
(RQ1) At the same time communication technologies define rhetorical encounters by creating
conceptual voids or “silences” in which participants must engage others as they establish their
rhetorical situation and make rhetorical choices using these technologies. That void or silence
becomes a potential site of transformation for the encounter (RQ1).
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Individuals at my research site rhetorically engage one another in a variety of ways using
common communication technologies (RQ2). In one respect, participants simply used the
technologies to transmit basic information necessary for creating objects or achieving objectives
(e.g., “Hi, Orden Nueva. Gracias.”). Here the technologies intermediated (in an ANT sense) the
information. In more complicated ways, participants utilized communication technologies to also
exercise power and persuade others to do things that help them create objects or achieve
objectives (e.g., “no payments until [Bob has] heard from u”). Esteban is able to use the distance
created by a WhatsApp text to exercise power and agency over his daily activity, choosing not to
respond in the moment in order to attend to other object/ive(s) that guide his activity on any
given day. He is then able to use the camera function on his phone, in conjunction with either
WhatsApp or his email client to both transmit information but also build trust with other
participants. Here the technologies “mediate” in an ANT sense, by transforming the inputs and
outputs.
Finally, in the void or “silences” that communication technologies create while
simultaneously connecting people, participants are in some sense invited to “invent” the recipient
of their communications. They have to render explanations to themselves for why the people
they are encountering through communication technologies are doing, saying, etc. the things they
are doing, saying, etc. “He didn’t read the email,” “She has a bad attitude,” “Maybe they don’t
have the time,” are all ways in which participants explain to themselves the actions of the
recipients of their messages via various communication technologies. This process of
“inventing” others in the midst of a technologically mediated rhetorical encounter is both a result
of the communication technology’s potential to define and transform that encounter (RQ 1) and a
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site for individuals to actively use those technologies to engage others via that technology (RQ
2).
Having explored the defining and transforming dynamics of communication technologies
on rhetorical encounters, I now turn to discuss the final unit of analysis in the case study: the
“cultural differences” that emerged in my study of the system and the ways communication
technologies define and transformed encounters amidst those differences.
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Chapter 6
Mapping Technologically Mediated Intercultural Professional Communication at Border
Products, Inc. and Productos de la Frontera, SA
Unit 3: Cultural difference
Pinpointing cultural difference within the activity system and assemblage of actants that
is Border Products, Inc., Productos de la Frontera, SA and their customers and suppliers, is
especially complex. But this step is necessary to be able to identify moments that can reasonably
described as technologically mediated “intercultural” encounters. As noted in Chapter 3, the
challenge of defining culture emerged in attempts to situate my participants “in” a culture and
then identify when and how they were engaging across boundaries sufficiently stark to be able to
describe any given encounter as “intercultural.” This attempt to define a culture and a person as
“from” a given culture is already challenging enough. That most of my study participants live on
the border, itself a geographically, politically, and economically complex place as I explained in
Chapter 4, further complicates this reality.
Having laid out in Chapter 4 the broad activity “triangle” of work being done at Border
Products and Productos de le Frontera with their customers and suppliers, I was able in Chapter
5 to zero in more closely to see how communication technologies worked as
mediating/intermediating tools (recall distinction in Chapter 3), both facilitating activity and
“enrolling” (i.e., persuading) participants to act in certain ways. Here in Chapter 6, I am finally
able to look even more precisely at how the facilitating or enrolling activity of communication
technologies may or may not impact rhetorical activity across what we think of as “cultural”
boundaries.
As also argued in Chapter 3, I am taking as a basic assumption that “human activity…is
the basic form of life for people” (Stetsenko, 2005, p. 72). In other words, the “universal” that
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establishes one pole of human existence and to which cultural “particularities” as a second pole
must be related is the fact that they are trying to do something to some end, for some purpose. At
the same time, as a starting point for talking about culture, I have argued we ought to
acknowledge the “virtual reality” the notion of culture has as a concept within the activity that
shapes human life. Culture can be said to be a conceptual mediating tool humans use to name
differences that mobilize group identities (Appadurai), to provide an explanation for the source
of their individual mental “software” governing their behavior (Hofstede), or as the primal
source for the “web of meaning” in which they are both embedded and help “spin” into existence
(Geertz).
As a starting point in this chapter in my analysis of “intercultural encounters” as such, I
have established several potential sites of cultural difference grounded in “stereotypical” ways of
differentiating culture. These ways both emerge from my own cultural background, the scholarly
literature surrounding study of cultural difference, and from my participants as well. As
established in Chapter 3, national identity and location function as the first means of identifying
cultural difference among participants at my site. Second, I asked about my participants’
linguistic background, attending to multilinguality, determining my participants’ “first” and
“second” (and third, if applicable) languages. Third, I asked participants about their migration
history, the places they were born, lived, moved to and from, etc. Fourth, and finally, I asked
participants, with as little definition and prompting as possible what they believed their own
“culture” was, giving them the opportunity to self-identify in this respect. Using the differences
that emerged from the complexity, I looked to mark points where cultural boundaries were
crossed in the rhetorical work at the site, with special attention to moments mediated (both in an
AT sense and an ANT sense as discussed in Chapter 3) by technology. Looking at cultural
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difference this way I provisionally identified four distinct lines of potential cultural difference:
Culture B1, Culture B2, Culture A, and Culture M.
The distinctions emerged as I spoke with participants and traced activity at the site. In
this respect, the fourfold provisional assumptions about cultural difference (nation, language,
migration, and self-identification) were further complicated by their enactment within the map of
activity provided by AT and ANT. Noting these distinctions in relation to the map of activity
also helped to answer the questions “How do communication technologies define and transform
intercultural rhetorical encounters?” and “How do individuals rhetorically engage perceived
cultural others using common communication technologies in intercultural rhetorical
encounters?”
This approach to studying technological mediation in intercultural rhetorical contexts
revealed that in modern globalized knowledge work, communication technologies provide the
basic affordance for communication across borders and boundaries (physical and conceptual),
though there are boundaries they cannot easily enable participants to cross (e.g., language
difference). Communication technologies are the primary mediating tool for communication at
Border Products and Productos de la Frontera both within and across cultures. However, the
objective of the activity is the primary organizing principle of all technologically mediated
communication. References to cultural difference were few and far between. Only rarely did
anyone explicitly call upon cultural difference to articulate rhetorical possibilities, and even more
rarely did they do so in technologically mediated intercultural encounters. This is not to say that
cultural difference was not present, or that it did not have potential for governing the activity,
only that it was usually indirectly referenced or visible. Placing these encounters in an AT and
supplementary ANT framework provides us the tools for giving more fine grained analysis of the

186

elements at work—including this potential for technological mediation amidst cultural difference
to define or transform any encounter and begin to explore the ways in and the extent to which
technologies transform those intercultural rhetorical encounters.
Provisional (“Heuristic”) cultural designations
National identity
The first of the categories with which I began (and indeed emerged from the data) was
that of national identity and participants’ geographical location. From this perspective,
participants were either from the United States: Esteban, Roger, Henry, Luis, and Carlos, or from
Mexico: Arturo, Beatriz, Gerardo, Ricardo, and Raul. Indeed, several participants easily took up
the national cultural identifier to describe themselves “culturally.” Roberto and Arturo, for
example, did not hesitate to take up “Mexican” as their cultural identifier. This group of
participants provisionally and for the purposes of this project I identified with “Culture M.” But
as we will see, national identifiers provided deeply complicated for some participants.
Linguistic identity
The second category I utilized to parse out potential cultural difference was linguistic
identity or proficiency. Some participants spoke only English (e.g., Roger, Henry), only Spanish
(e.g., Arturo), but more commonly had a primary language that was supplemented with at least a
second language spoken with varying degrees of proficiency. In the context of the activity at
Border Products and Productos de la Frontera, these two languages were Spanish and English.59
In interviews I would ask participants what they deemed their “first” language and encourage
them to identify any second languages they spoke. As a matter of initial sorting, participants who

59Esteban had also studied French in college and had studied abroad in France.
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spoke primarily Spanish were assigned to “Culture M” while those who spoke primarily English
were assigned to “Culture A.”
Things grew more complicated when thinking about language on the U.S.-Mexico
border, however. For example, several participants who lived in Juárez, Mexico and worked at
Site F in Mexico, also spoke Spanish and English. While Arturo spoke only Spanish—and of
course the daily work of those at Site F was conducted entirely in Spanish—Beatriz and Jorge in
particular were fluent in English. Beatriz conducted a portion of her interview with me in
English, though we had to rely on Dr. Durá’s translations for more complex or substantive
answers. Jorge was able to conduct his entire interview in English without the assistance of
translation. When asked if they had formally studied English, both indicated their substantial
proficiency in English was the result of watching American TV.
Ultimately, Spanish was the primary language of work conducted at both Sites A and F.
But particularly at Site A (and as noted above, some of the administrative team at Site F)
participants spoke both English and Spanish with substantial proficiency, moving back and forth
between the two with an impressive level of comfort (from my predominantly English-speaking
outside perspective as a researcher). During my weeklong observation at Site A marking the
frequency and use of communication technologies by participants there, it was clear that Esteban
and Luis, especially, moved with incredible fluidity between Spanish and English, often in the
same conversation with the same caller. Language choice was clear when talking to customers
and suppliers in the United States (English) and to a certain extent with the admin at Site F
(Spanish). Though Luis would often move between English and Spanish in his frequent
conversations with Javier, an engineer and designer at Site F. Participants’ choice of
communication technology did not seem to affect linguistic choice.
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Migration history
Whenever possible, I invited participants to give account of their “migration history,”
usually prompted by a question about where they were “from” and how long they had been in the
El Paso or Juárez region. Individuals who lived predominantly or entirely in the United States (or
had been there for extended periods of time) were identified initially as Culture A and those
living predominantly or entirely in Mexico were identified initially as Culture M. Participants
like Arturo, who had been living in Juárez or northern Chihuahua, Mexico, fit more strongly in
Culture M. Participants like Henry, Roger, Susan, Bob, and Mary, all having been a part of
Midwest Products for many years, settled in the northern Midwest United States for 25+ years,
fit more strongly in Culture A.
However, many participants (especially Carlos and to a certain extent Esteban) had much
more complicated migration histories. Carlos migrated from Parral, Mexico, but had been born in
the United States. Esteban, living in the United States, had been born in Juárez, Mexico and had
gone to school in other parts of Texas as well as had experience studying overseas. Gerardo had
lived predominantly in Mexico, but had been living in the United States for some time (his son,
Roberto, who worked as an admin in customer service and accounts payable at Site A in El Paso,
lived in Juárez). Several the administrative staff at Site A in Juárez, lived there predominantly,
but—as is common on the border—frequently crossed in to El Paso, for example to shop (as
Beatriz indicated she often did) and to visit family (Jorge indicated that he weekly visited his
parents who lived in El Paso). The geographic border especially complicates the notion of
“migration” as cultural movement as individuals move back and forth across it regularly.
Self-identification
Finally, I asked participants with as little prompting and definition as possible what
culture they would identify with, how they would describe themselves. As discussed above,
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several participants easily called upon national identifiers. But most had a much more nuanced
and complex understanding of their own “culture” that could not be easily answered.
Explicit references to culture
As noted in previous sections, cultures or cultural difference as it might be commonly
conceived, actually did not come up much explicitly in many interviews and observations,
despite my making clear with each participant throughout the research process that my interest
was specifically “technologically mediated intercultural communication.”60 When explicit
references to cultural difference did come up, they fell either into a discussion of “national or
ethnic” categories (e.g., “Latin”) or what we might call “organization cultural” categories
governed by the complex context of work activity, the object/ive(s) of the activity, or the
personal dispositions of the individuals61 (e.g., “I was headed to the factory at that time,” “they
may be busy,” “she has a bad attitude”).
National/ethnic references to culture
One example of the ways that national/ethnic concepts of culture came up in the research
would be Esteban’s explanation of his rhetorical choices in the WhatsApp exchange with Roger
regarding order #3253 (discussed in Chapter 5). In his report on why he sent pictures along with
his explanation to Roger for the delay in the order’s delivery asserted he did so because he did
not want to be perceived as being engaged in a “Latin” way of “doing business.”62

60There may have been any number of reasons for this (see discussion of project limitations in Chapter 7).
61Though, taking note of our discussion in Chapter 3 regarding the complexity of human subjectivity, we might
note that even these “personal dispositions” emerged from the complex interaction of the individual with larger
“community” based rules and norms that are internalized, then re-externalized, perhaps in unique and creative ways.
62Gordon & Williams (2002) reject the stereotype of the “mañana syndrome” as a “sometimes exaggerated
problem” (pp. 95-95). But they assert that “Punctuality, or rather lack thereof, is a stereotypical problem” that is “not
so exaggerated” (p. 96). They asserted that “One of the implications of the Mexican concept of time is that there is
not always an appropriate sense of urgency” (p. 96). According to Gordon & Williams, “Employees should be given
deadlines and convinced that these deadlines are not negotiable” (p. 96). They asserted as well that “In almost every
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Another example was when Carlos, explaining the profit margins of their products,
indicated (humorously) that he had been told how to set the margins by people from Monterrey,
Mexico. As he explained what they were like he said they were codo (Spanish for “cheap”) and
tapped his own elbow for emphasis. When I asked him for clarification, Esteban who was also
present said that people spoke about people being “cheap.” “Sort of like what people say about
the Jews … but not in a racist way,” he clarified.63
When I asked Gerardo what he thought the differences between the cultures in the two
countries were, he expounded at length on the differences in labor law and employment
expectations in the United States and in Mexico. He claimed that Mexican workers are
extensively provided for and protected compared to the relatively loose relationship American
companies and their workers have. He felt (based on his many years working in manufacturing in
Mexico) that the extensive labor protections in Mexican law had cultivated a sense of entitlement
among Mexican workers that had to be carefully managed. He noted the many ways in which
Mexican workers’ legal entitlements had to be accounted and provided for, from providing a
certain number of vacation days based on seniority as well as other financial benefits (e.g.,
assistance to purchase housing and even furniture). All this he compared to the relatively nonexistent protections afforded workers in the United States, who, he joked, could be let go in the
middle of the day, paid only for the hours—down to the minute—that they had worked.
Gerardo also made an interesting comment regarding national identifiers in relation to the
technologies they used for the daily work at Sites A and F. As noted in Chapter 4, the companies

respect, time simply does not appear to be as important to Mexicans as it is to Americans” (p. 96). They asserted this
can be something of a virtue in that “Mexicans” as such, are “patient” (pp. 96-97).
63Codo with the attendant elbow tap (or tap on the table), I have since learned, is a non-verbal gesture indicating a
person’s stinginess and unwillingness to extend their arm to pick up a check. (Maddicks, 2017, p. 157) I should also
point out that it seemed that Carlos was joking, and not serious about setting his profit margins in accordance with
his Monterrey friends’ advice—indeed if he had gotten such advice at all.
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had been seeking to improve their invoicing process at the time of my observations. Carlos’s
brother, José, had created a software program to facilitate that. During my weeklong observation
at Site A, Gerardo indicated that José was scheduled to come by that week to discuss with him,
the possibility of using that program to aid Gerardo’s complicated accounting needs. The hope, it
seemed, was for the program to help provide the necessary figures for customs-related
accounting—information needed to move materials and product back and forth across the United
States-Mexico border. Gerardo expressed the possibility that the program would aid in the
elimination of their need of customs brokering agencies (discussed in Chapter 4) that Border
Products and Productos de la Frontera relied on to complete these transfers. He also indicated
the program may be of little use to him for accounting purposes because the program was “too
Mexican.” For example, the program only gave everything in pesos and only referenced
information of specific concern to Mexican accounting requirements and not necessarily for
those in the United States. Though I was not able to observe the meeting between Gerardo and
José (which ended up not taking place that week), this was an interesting reference to national
identifiers as a way to draw distinction between not only people, but programs.64
Such straightforward references to culture as a stereotypically national or ethnic concept
were few and far between, and only in the WhatsApp exchange between Roger and Esteban did
they seem to bear meaningfully on the rhetorical choices being made (within the mediating
context of the communication technology). As we will see below, when “national” or “ethnic”

64This introduced a very interesting question, outside the purview of this study, though compelling nonetheless,
about the nature of “culture” in software compatibility. If we are to take the ANT notion of “symmetry” seriously,
“cultural difference” between computer software programs, may be a very interesting framing. The question
becomes even more interesting when we think about the increased development of Artificial Intelligence. Should
computers and software be programmed to be “culturally different”? Will such differences develop “naturally” the
more they learn to learn? What would that reveal about the nature of culture in humans? A brave new world indeed.
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categories were brought up, they were complicated and did not fit neatly into what we might
stereotypically think of as “cultural” explanations for things.
Linguistic difference
Carlos, in the context of giving a fourfold taxonomy of the people you find on the border
(see discussion below) noted that there are people who grow up on the border but “it’s hard to
understand them. I get mad when the people that look like Mexicans but don’t speak Spanish.
[laughs]” The linguistic complexity reveals the difficulty (at least on the border) of connecting
linguistic and rhetorical possibilities (e.g., being able to speak Spanish to an individual) to
perceived “coded” ethno-nationalist categories (e.g., “Mexican people”).
The barrier that language can be came up in my interview with Beatriz. In response to the
“magic wand” question about ways to improve communication in the activity of the company,
Beatriz suggested that it would make a lot of sense for there to be a direct line of communication
from the Midwest Products office to the engineering and design office (run by Javier) at Site F to
expedite communication about changes in orders/designs which as of the time of the interview
had to be routed through Luis or Esteban. I asked Esteban about the feasibility of this suggestion
and he said it would not work because no one at the office in Site F spoke English and by
implication, no one at Midwest Products spoke sufficient Spanish to make that worthwhile. As a
matter of technological feasibility, Beatriz’s solution was possible, calling directly from Midwest
Products to Site F could be done, but the linguistic barrier was, for the moment at least,
insurmountable.
Complexity in difference
As should be clear by now, the proximity of El Paso and Juárez to the national border and
the interaction of people and activity across that border makes clear cut identifications with
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singular “cultures” complicated. Participants on the border were reluctant to definitively selfidentify. I gently pressed participants on their self-identification to a point, but in the end I chose
to describe as given participants’ complex self-descriptions or unwillingness to commit to a
certain cultural identification.
Esteban, despite having lived and studied in the United States and having been educated
predominantly in English, still thinks of himself as “Mexican.” To further complicate things, he
noted that his wife, herself from a South American country, insists he is “American.” This
comment about his wife’s perspective on his culture, as well as several others he made about the
challenges they had faced as a family navigating cultural differences—he “Mexican” or
“American,” she from South America, both living on the United States-Mexico border, taking
their family to visit relatives in her home country, making decisions about what schools to put
their children in—all illustrate the complicated set of “communities” Esteban in particular
inhabited within the activity system created at Sites A and F. Gerardo, straddling the border and
having worked in accounting in both countries thinks of himself as perfectly bi-cultural
(“50/50”). He grew up and studied in Mexico most of his life, speaking Spanish primarily but
later English for many years. In his mind, his many years working business in both Mexico and
the United States afforded him the ability to think and operate in both cultures equally well.
Carlos, though he did not settle on an identity for himself, recognized the complexity of the
demographics (see below). Luis simply did not feel comfortable identifying unproblematically
with a national culture whether “American,” “Mexican,” or even “Texan” (having grown up in
Texas east of El Paso, but speaking Spanish as a child).
Ricardo, a production manager at Site F in Juárez, in response to questions about what
culture he identified with, paused and gestured from the bottom of his neck, down to the rest of
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his body, “Here? Yes.” He then gestured from his neck up indicating his head, “Here? I don’t
know.” In the context of this remark, he was expressing frustration with the communication
process, especially as it moved from Midwest Products, to Site F, usually mediated through Luis
at Site A. He did not indicate a specific example of failed communication. He only indicated that
sometimes when they sought clarification at Site F from Midwest Products about something that
was not clear in the order, Luis would often simply repeat the problem to Midwest Products and
then simply repeat verbatim the reply from Midwest Products to the staff at Site F. But this
process of verbatim repetition did not really “answer” the question, per Ricardo. While the
specifics of this conversation could not be easily triangulated,65 it indicates that some
participants have a very nuanced sense of their culture which may impinge on their
communication practices, precisely in that nuanced complexity.
Carlos, in response to questions about his cultural self-identification, demurred. And later
in his interview gave a rather perceptive taxonomy of the “four different cultures” you find living
on the border:
The people that come from Mexico. They are not border town guys. Or the people that
come from inside of United States and here to El Paso they don’t—they don’t belong
here. … And then you have the people that grow here in El Paso and the people that grow
in Juárez so that you have three or four different cultures.
This taxonomy is interesting precisely in the complexity it reveals that participants see in the
communities (from an AT perspective) they inhabit and do the work of the activity system in
which Sites A, F, and their customers/suppliers collectively operate. While the nuances and
distinctions Carlos highlighted between individuals on either side of the border ring true from my

65See footnote 30 in Chapter 3 regarding translation and complexity of interview process.
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own experience,66 the clearest distinctions that emerged from my research at Border Products
and Productos de la Frontera were between those on the United States side (B1) and the Mexico
side (B2).
Thus, while explicit references to perceived cultural difference by participants were rare,
I sought in my interviews and conversations not to suggest to participants what might constitute
a “cultural difference,” seeking instead to allow those perceived differences (or lack thereof) to
emerge as naturally as possible. In several places, after having left the question open, I suggested
the possibility that another acting subject, a participant and I were discussing, was operating out
of some kind of cultural prejudice or perceived cultural stereotype (even benign stereotyping),
but participants never confirmed it.67 Whether this was because cultural stereotyping simply did
not occur in the system, was not visible to participants, or participants were uncomfortable
identifying those dynamics (in their own actions or the actions of others), I was not able to
confirm.68
Four cultures:
Having begun with the heuristic markers of cultural difference discussed above
(national/ethnic, linguistic, migration history, and cultural self-identification), I provisionally
identified participants with one of four “cultures.” Across these cultural “borders” participants
conduct rhetorical work within the activity system that is defined by Border Products, Productos

66As a resident of the borderland on and off myself for the last two and a half decades, Carlos’s broad description of
the population matches my own experience.
67For example, when I interviewed Carlos he told me that the previous owner of Home Product Corp. refused to
take operations to Mexico. One of the owner’s grandsons who oversaw a division of the company having researched
this outsourcing of operations later made the decision to move production (at least in part) to Juárez and other parts
of Mexico. I pressed him on why the owner did not want to move operations in the first place, did he have some
“political or social reason for not doing it?” Carlos said initially he did not know the reasons, but later suggested that
they were anxious about the complexity of the customs process and the legal complications that come with creating
a foreign company.
68See discussion in Chapter 7 about the limitations of the study.
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de la Frontera, and their customers/suppliers. Here I enumerate the four cultures and what
renders them distinct for the purposes of my analysis.
CULTURE A: UPPER MIDWEST UNITED STATES, ENGLISH ONLY
For the heuristic purposes of identifying potential cultural differences, Roger and Henry
were coded as “Culture A.” During my weeklong observation at Site A, I spoke briefly with
Henry. Despite several attempts to get connected, I was not able to interview Roger or Henry
though I continued to pursue direct interviews with them through the remainder of the study’s
Institutional Review Board approval period. Their communicative and rhetorical presence,
however, is recorded in the WhatsApp, email, and telephone exchanges I collected and observed
during my research at Site A. Despite not obtaining their migration histories or cultural selfdescriptions, provisionally and for the purposes of this project we can identify their culture this
way because of their geographical location (the upper Midwestern United States) and that they
did not speak Spanish.69 These two differences rendered them, from the perspective of this
project, culturally distinct from participants at Site A and F.
CULTURE M: JUÁREZ, NORTHERN CHIHUAHUA MEXICO, SPANISH ONLY
Individuals who lived predominantly in Juárez or had migrated predominantly within
Mexico (e.g., Northern Chihuahua), and who spoke strictly or primarily Spanish, were identified
with “Culture M.” Arturo, Patricia, Ricardo, Jorge, and Roberto70 all lived predominantly in

69See discussion above re: Beatriz’s suggestion of a line of direct communication between Midwest Products and
Site F. I make no assumptions about participants designated from “Culture A” apart from their geographical
(location/distance) difference from those at Sites A and F, I was able because of this exchange with Beatriz and
Esteban to mark a relevant linguistic difference between the participants, namely that participants from Culture A
were unable to speak the second language relevant to Site F (Cultures M and B 2). All other differences are identified
explicitly or implicitly by my participants themselves.
70As further evidence of the complexity of negotiating definitions of “culture” on the border, Roberto identified as
“Mexican.” Left to my own devices as a researcher compelled to categorize, I would have placed Roberto in Culture
B2 below, but privileged his cultural self-identification.
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Juárez, spoke predominantly or in most cases, exclusively Spanish. When interviewed, they
thought of themselves as “Mexican.”71
CULTURE B1: UNITED STATES SIDE OF EL PASO-JUÁREZ BORDER, SPANISH AND ENGLISH
Individuals who lived on the United States side of the El Paso-Juarez border and who
spoke both English and Spanish both in their personal and business related communications were
identified with “Culture B1.” When interviewed, they thought of themselves in complex, nonbinary ways. Categorizing them neatly in Culture A or M was not possible. Esteban, Carlos,
Gerardo, and Luis fit into this category.
CULTURE B2: MEXICAN SIDE OF EL PASO-JUÁREZ BORDER, SPANISH AND ENGLISH
Individuals who lived on the Mexican side of the El Paso-Juarez border, who spoke
Spanish primarily in their personal and business related communications, but also had significant
English language skill were identified with “Culture B2.” When interviewed, they too thought of
themselves in complex, non-binary ways. Categorizing them neatly in Culture A or M was not
possible. Beatriz fit into this category though as I note above, one could analytically place others
in the category as well.
The challenge of identifying cultural difference both as an analytical category and as a
matter of participants’ self-identification highlights quite efficiently the validity to the AT
argument, particularly as set forth by Leontiev, that the human’s individual action is bound up
intimately with the social categories in which the individual lives, moves, and has being. To
embrace, however provisionally and heuristically, “stereotypical” or “reified” categories of
potential cultural difference (e.g., national/ethnic categories) is to acquiesce to the reality that

71In Patricia’s case she identified as “traditional”—which, in the context of the conversation seemed to mean
“traditionally Mexican.”

198

“culture” is a conceptual tool that humans use to negotiate differences in activity. At the same
time, the complexity revealed, precisely at the physical, geographical border between the United
States and Mexico, across which work takes place at Border Products and Productos de le
Frontera, illustrates the way individuals interact thoughtfully with those categories, complicating
them and challenging their conceptual “stability.” Having set the stage conceptually for the
cultural differences at the research sites, we can now turn to address how the mediation of
communication technologies shaped interaction across these boundaries.
Technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters at Border Products/Productos
de la Frontera
Given the complexity of the work (both physical and rhetorical) occurring between Site
A, Site F, and their various customers and suppliers, as well as the extent to which that work was
mediated by a complex set of communication technologies (see Chapters 3, 4, and 5), it made
sense to map the distinctly intercultural technologically mediated encounters in two steps. First,
using the cultural distinctions summarized above, I plotted individual encounters by both their
nature as f2f or technologically mediated (by type of technological mediation) and the extent to
which those encounters crossed the “cultural boundaries” as defined above. The two-dimensional
plot in Figure 6.1 helps to give the big picture of the types of technologically mediated
intercultural rhetorical encounters:
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Figure 6.1. Technologically mediated exchanges across borders
Mapped in this way, we can see those encounters that cross what we customarily think of
as “cultural” (i.e., ethno-nationalist, linguistic, geographically based, self-identified) boundaries.
Moments that could be identified as “intercultural rhetorical encounters” are those that happen
predominantly between Culture B1 participants at Site A (especially Esteban and Luis) with
Culture A (especially Roger and Henry) and between Culture B1 and Culture M participants at
Site F (e.g., Arturo, Ricardo, and Javier).
The predominant technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters are
1. Calls, Emails, WhatsApp exchanges between Culture B1 and Culture A
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2. Calls, Emails, WhatsApp exchanges (especially in WhatsApp groups) between Culture
B1/B2 and Culture M.
By placing these encounters in the context of the activity system, however, we can begin
to see the ways in which particular communication technologies are mediating encounters across
these customarily considered “cultural boundaries” but also how “organizational” cultural
dynamics further shape the encounters. By adding the mediated, object/ive(s) orientation of the
activity, our view becomes more “three dimensional,” allowing for a richer, more fine-grain
analysis of any given encounter.
Example 1: Roger-Esteban WhatsApp exchange
The most significant explicit, and clearly identifiable reference to cultural difference in
the context of what can reasonably described as an “intercultural” rhetorical encounter mediated
by communication technology came in my discussion with Esteban about his WhatsApp
exchange with Roger (see discussion above and note placement in Figure 6.1 above). This
encounter can be further explored by placing this specific encounter in the activity triangle
introduced in Chapter 3:
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Affordance 1: possible to respond immediately
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Tolerance for silence
Expectations of Order
Payment/Delivery

Figure 6.2. Roger-Esteban WhatsApp exchange

Returning to the description of this exchange between Esteban and Roger, recall that,
when giving his explanation for sending the image of the in-process product as part of his
implicit explanation for the delay in responding to Roger’s query about the order, Esteban
insisted that it was so Roger could “trust” him. As he said, the image helps, “Because you know
there’s always a trust issue.” This trust issue is related to the potential for dissembling when
providing the ship date for an order: “Because—‘Oh no the order shipped’ and then, you know, a
little bit of the Latin … sense of humor. No, not ‘sense of humor’ but way of doing business.”
Whether Roger (or anyone at Midwest Products) thinks of there being such a thing as
“the Latin way of doing business” which involves perhaps some kind of “misdirection” about,
for example, the reasons for a delay in the fulfillment of an order was not accessible. I suspect
that to a certain extent it is beside the point. That stereotype exists in the world, or more
precisely: Esteban has a sense of that stereotype in the world. Consequently, the potential exists
in Esteban’s mind for it to be operant in the exchange. The potential for this kind of assumption
of “culturally” motivated (i.e., “Latin”) practice to exist, lives precisely in the silence(s) between
Roger’s request for information and Esteban’s eventual response.
However, note the motivating force of another concept Esteban deploys in describing his
rhetorical actions with Roger in this exchange and when managing his attempts to get products to
clients on time in general: “Under promise and over deliver.” Here a second “cultural”
practice—a rule and norm governed by certain schools of thought in business—shapes the
rhetorical choices Esteban makes via this specific communication technology (see discussion
below re: “organizational” culture).
Furthermore, recall Esteban’s explanation for why he likes the ability to deal with these
kinds of issues via WhatsApp. In his mind they afford a kind of “directness,” the process of
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communicating in this manner is more “straightforward,” saving him the trouble of having to
engage in a variety relationship building/maintaining practices (e.g., “small talk”) and get right to
the point. However, his actual description of the negotiation and implicit power dynamics in the
exchange might seem anything but “straightforward” to an outside observer.
If anything, conducting the exchange via text privileges some rhetorical tools over others.
Rather than having to rely on time-intensive relationship-building practices (e.g., “shoot the
shit”), Esteban can control the time of his response, giving him some ability, from a rhetorical
perspective, to manage kairos in the exchange (i.e., can wait to respond until he has had a chance
to review in person the situation with the product in f2f consultation with the staff at Site F). It
also allows him to call on other communicative affordances to build trust (i.e., send images of
products being assembled and finished).
If something like “cultural difference” were to be operant in the system, we would be
most tempted to identify it at the rules-norms/communities nexus in the activity system. The
back and forth in the exchange between Roger and Esteban is, at every level, governed by
rhetorical norms, which are never made explicit (at least between them). Implicit in the exchange
is an expectation that text messages will be responded to in a particular time frame. There are
norms for the tolerance of that “silence” created by the material conditions of communicating via
text. There are norms that have developed over time for when orders will be delivered and
payment rendered.
This notion of the rhetorical potentiality of silence was explicated at length by Glenn who
argued that to say that silence is “rhetorical” is “to explore the ways silence can be as powerful
as speech, the ways that silence and silencing deliver meaning” (2004, xi). While it is not always
“strategic, empowering, or patently engaging” when “[e]mployed as a tactical strategy or
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inhabited in deference to authority, silence resonates loudly along the corridors of purposeful
language use” (p. xi). In Esteban’s exchange with Roger (and even to a certain extent Raul’s
exchange with Esteban) we see an “empowerment” in the silence at the very least. Esteban
describes his silence in the first instance as “strategic,” as it enables him the ability to prioritize
tasks within the material conditions of his work.
Extending the point, the exchange cannot be separated from the larger context shaped by
the shifting relationship between Midwest Products and Border Products/Productos de la
Frontera. Any identification of cultural difference marking the exchange also must contend with
the shifting power dynamics between the two companies as articulated by Esteban. Indeed,
Esteban’s choice to not engage Roger immediately regarding the ship date on order #3253, is not
traceable necessarily to some substantival notion of “Latin-ness” or even a notion of “Latin” as
shorthand for patterns and practices that coalesce around a numerical majority of individuals
from certain geographical locations or linguistic communities (contra Thatcher, 2012). Rather
Esteban is acting amidst a complex activity with multiple—and as we saw in Chapter 4—often
competing object/ive(s): arriving on time across the border for a meeting, customers’ competing
demands for product volume, coping with disruptions created by broken machines, etc.
The complexity of the object/ive(s) with which Esteban must contend are themselves the
result of major shifts in the economy that Border Products and Productos de la Frontera have
positioned themselves to take advantage of. But the shifts toward increased production from
Home Product Corp. which, according to Esteban, reduced Midwest Products power in the
relationship. The “strong association” created by the relationship with Home Product Corp.
renders their products more significant and failure to deliver more consequential.
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The dynamics of this shift in power interact with the material conditions of texting
someone on a smartphone using WhatsApp. There is an immediacy of contact in this case
potentially across cultural boundaries, Culture A to B1. This immediacy is created as we saw in
Chapter 5 by the fact that as a matter of global practice, cell phones and smartphones are carried
almost exclusively on one’s person. One can reasonably expect a person to be able to respond
immediately—at least in theory. And yet there is a distance created (again across an already
potential cultural boundary) inasmuch as the smartphone affords the recipient of communications
to ignore them in the moment. Esteban is able to capitalize on this space between the immediacy
and distance created by a WhatsApp text and attend to other matters within the activity, other
object/ive(s). Here we can draw on Glenn’s (2004) insights regarding the ability to use silence
rhetorically together with Rickert’s assertion that we have entered a time where it seems “that
rhetoric circulates through both the human and nonhuman element” (Rickert, 2013, p. 3) The
silence is enacted in the interaction between the gap created by Roger’s sent text and his
repetition of the unanswered request for updates, culminating in Esteban’s final answer and the
creation and framing by the time/date stamp, the checkmark notifying the sender of the
message’s receipt, and the “ambient” understanding that a smartphone is never far from its
owner and texts sent to it could, in principle, be answered immediately. Into this silence one
might identify or impose a “cultural explanation” for the silence. But in this particular instance, it
is not at all clear that “being Latin” has anything to do with it.
If anything, the notion of an ethno-linguistic or nationalist conception of culture hovers
like something of a “ghost in the machine” when Esteban acts in implicit dialogue with the
possibility of a “Latin way of doing business” which is not necessarily characterizing his actions
in any actual sense, but lingers as a potential explanation with which he must contend. His
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rhetorical behavior also may come from other rules and norms, most immediately governed by
the material conditions of creating the object for delivery in conjunction with the acting subjects
at Site F who themselves are using tools both physical (saws, clamps, drills, etc.) and conceptual
(production schedule) to produce that object. Also motivating Esteban’s actions is a business
“culture” axiom: “Under promise and over deliver.” Any talk of “cultural” practices at work
amidst technologically mediated rhetorical encounters must account for these dynamics all
working in concert and not clearly reducible apart from the others.
Point of comparison: Esteban-Raul WhatsApp exchange
Study of intercultural encounters is at its heart a comparative business. Marking “cultural
difference” requires that any individual practice be set alongside other practices and compared to
other individuals who share the same differences such that “group identities” (Appadurai) might
be established. In a heavily networked context such as the modern transcultural production
company this is difficult. Thanks to AT and to some extent ANT, we recognize that “practices”
are not simply stable, discrete actions emerging solely from an acting subject’s mystical
“individuality.” Rather, individual practices emerge from the dialogical internalization and
externalization of social practices, rendering clear “cultural” differences that one compares to
other cultural differences that much more challenging to identify and engage amidst heavily
networked environment.
One clear point of comparison to the exchange between Roger (culture A) and Esteban
(culture B1) is the WhatsApp exchange between Esteban (culture B1) and Raul (Culture M)
discussed earlier in Chapter 5. Here a “silence” emerges between Esteban’s text seeking
information about the status of the export process (“¿Como van con la expo?”). In the same way
that Roger must negotiate the silence from Esteban, Esteban must negotiate the silence from
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Raul. We know from the discussion with Esteban that, for him, some notion of “cultural” causal
explanations exist as a possibility for explaining the meaning of rhetorical activity (or lack
thereof). Per Roberto, we know that silence may signal avoidance (“they probably don’t have an
answer right now. It’s easier but it’s not the right thing to do. I think that they went to the easier
[thing]”).
In interviews with Luis and Beatriz, they often reverted to explanations behavior
embedded in some sense of individual “personality” or proclivity apart from some group
(“cultural” or “social”) identity may serve as an explanation for interlocutors’ actions. Luis
suggested that perhaps Barbara at Southwest Products has a “bad attitude” and that is why she
does not respond quickly to emails, texts, or calls. Beatriz reported that Gerardo thinks the staff
at Midwest Products “doesn’t care,” and this explains their communicative or rhetorical practices
via emails, texts, and/or phone calls.
When I attempted to triangulate the possibility of Roberto’s explanation regarding the
silence from Raul with Esteban directly, recall he reverted to an explanation based more in the
complexity of the activity and the possibility that Raul is currently engaged with other
(legitimate) object/ive(s) that shape activity at Site F, he was perhaps assisting with loading
materials, cleaning the facility, etc. Beatriz, after reporting Gerardo’s suggestion that the
Midwest Products staff “doesn’t care” suggested that she personally tends to think they are just
busy themselves and not able to address inquiries, complaints, etc., in the moment.
As a point of comparison, the exchange between Esteban and Raul only illustrates the
difficulty of speaking clearly and directly about the “cultural” amidst a technologically mediated
rhetorical encounter. Places where culture could potentially surface as a dynamic defined and
transformed by communication technologies or, conversely, be actively engaged by participants
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as they negotiate intercultural rhetorical encounters simply did not reveal an overt or substantive
“cultural” dynamic as we might normally think of it. Instead, it existed as a possibility, refracted
back through Esteban’s attempt to head off a negative cultural stereotype as an explanation for
his behavior by someone that could only be heuristically defined as a “cultural other.”
Participants preferred to provide explanations grounded in the material nature of the
object/ive(s)-oriented activity or to individual personality to explain, for example, the “silences”
they experienced via communication technologies. If ethno-linguistic or nationally identified
cultural differences were not clearly operant or frequently called upon to explain others’ actions
in technologically mediated rhetorical encounters, the possibility exists that another form of
“culture” governed rhetorical choices via these common communication technologies, namely
“organizational” or “departmental”72 culture.
Example 2: Multi-participant/object email chain re: order #3253
Given the sheer volume and complexity of communication and rhetorical practices
conducted at Border Products and Productos de le Frontera, it is difficult to establish any kind of
“baseline” for what technologically mediated rhetorical practices could reasonably be identified
as the product of an “organizational culture” at sites A and F. The closest we might come is in
the email practices that circulate between the sites and Midwest Products in particular73 and
revealed in the process described in Chapter 5 involving the order #3253 email chain.

72It is difficult to talk about sharp “departmental” divisions at Border Products and Productos de le Frontera. While
there are established divisions of labor particularly at Sites A and F, the difficulty those at Site A, especially, had
describing the limits of their job descriptions makes it more helpful to talk in this context about “organizational
culture.” At a company with more strongly delimited divisions of labor it may be more appropriate to talk in terms
of “departments.”
73Individual or walk-in customers, as far as I could tell, used an order template document very similar to that
established by Midwest Products in its exchanges with Border Products. The transmission of orders from Home
Product Corp. to Site F, were much simpler. The designs were made at Home Product Corp. and transmitted via a
server that Jorge at Site F would download on to USB and could then be taken to the CNC routers on the floor at
Site F. The back and forth regarding the details of an individual order or changes to that order did not shape the
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In one respect emails are simply the means by which orders are formally initiated
between Midwest Products and Border Products. They are the vehicle for transmitting the
customer’s request for the order, negotiating the design, and finalizing the cost. Email serves as a
formal record of the process as evidenced by the fact that upon completion, order histories are
printed out and stored for later reference.
Email also serves as one of the tools participants use to communicate with other
participants in the activity during the production of the order. Problems, as identified by the staff
at Site A, Site F, or the customers themselves, can be communicated via email. Requests for
information and follow up are sent via email and circulate through the administration with a
central participant (or participants) receiving the email and others who may be needed in
determining the answer/solution to the request are cc’d. Again, the norm for use of this particular
tool revolves primarily around establishing a formal record. This is not necessarily a hard “rule”
in the organizational or company culture, but in the relatively chaotic communicative and
rhetorical situation between Sites A, F, and their customers/suppliers, the organizational cultural
norm was that email functions as the means of formal record keeping.
This observed practice was confirmed by Arturo who repeatedly indicated that email
functioned as a means of establishing “responsibility” or accountability among participants.
Email, at least for him, as a means of communication allowed him to tolerate a certain level of
“silence” from recipients, provided he was able to refer back to it in follow up contact
(regardless of how that follow up contact occurred). But email, rather than texts, calls, or even
f2f contact served as the formal record that communication had happened.

communicative and rhetorical practices between Sites A, F, and Home Product Corp. in the way they did for
communication with Midwest Products.
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As a point of comparison to the exchange between Roger and Esteban and the extent to
which “culture” appeared in the midst of that technological mediation, the organizational culture
around email reveals that communication technologies establish trust amidst and across cultures.
Conversely and somewhat contradictorily, emails can be a site precisely where trust breaks
down. Emails (and to a lesser extent texts) exist to establish trust and accountability across
cultural boundaries, be they across cultures A and B1 or the departmental “cultures” that coalesce
around the staff at Site A and Site F respectively. But they themselves sometimes require
verification. Recall Luis’s need to call Henry to verify receipt of an email (discussed in Chapter
5). Roger’s WhatsApp exchange with Esteban regarding order #3253 happens outside the formal
email record for that order.
Example 3: Individual engagement using communication technologies
Participants within the organizational or departmental division of labor also engaged in
individually determined rules/norms for using various communication tools both within and
across the organizational and ethno-linguist/national cultural boundaries. For most the process
appeared to be ad hoc. Luis was just as likely to call Javier at Site F as he was to use Prip, the
walking talkie app on the smartphone. Esteban preferred texting and WhatsApp to communicate
broadly across the activity but sought out f2f meetings with Site F staff as a way to negotiate
issues and maintain trust around sensitive areas (e.g., cash flow). Gerardo had a relatively
thoughtful and deliberate taxonomy of engagement with Site F Admin when it came to deciding
when to use WhatsApp versus email versus a f2f discussion. His taxonomy seemed to be
governed by increasing degrees of sensitivity surrounding his objectives in the matter. General
logistical matters (meeting times, information regarding when he intended to visit Site F, etc.) for
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him were perfectly reasonable to discuss via WhatsApp. Matters pertaining to salary, bonuses,
etc. he chose to discuss via email. Mistakes, errors, etc. he preferred to discuss f2f.
Important for our discussion surrounding culture and intercultural encounters is the fact
that, with the exception of Esteban in his exchange with Roger, no participant explicitly called
upon traditional notions of “culture” (be they ethno-linguistic or nationally identified) to make
decisions about how to engage rhetorically. This does not preclude “unconscious” or
“unintentional” motivations for engaging one way or another but they are not clearly a common
factor in the multilingual, transnational work being conducted at Border Products and Productos
de le Frontera.
Example 4: Shift in organizational culture
Another way to establish possible “cultural” dynamics is to mark any shifts in culture
observed at the site or reported by participants. These synchronic changes may provide points of
comparison as organizational patterns and practices changes, revealing their reality in the
“parallax” movement between past ways of doing things and the in-flux, present ways of doing
things. The major organization shift that revealed itself early in my interviews and observations
with participants at Sites A and F and that had begun to settle later in my later interviews and
observations, was the shift from “carpentry shop” to “business” management styles as Arturo
explained when describing Carlos’s approach to managing the flow of production.
Esteban and Arturo’s report of Carlos’s habit of going directly to the production floor to
move a customer’s order ahead in the schedule was an example of the way business had been
done (and to be fair could be done) when the companies were much smaller, the relationships
with their customers more intimate, and that kind of flexibility less disruptive. Describing why
Carlos did this and why it was so disruptive to the organization (apart from the immediate
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disorganization it created on the production line) is challenging. But it actually reveals in part the
heart of the organizational culture shift happening at Border Products/Productos de la Frontera.
When I asked Esteban why he thought his dad did that, went straight to the production
floor to accelerate the production of a particular order, he speculated that it was his dad’s
customer’s order and that customer was “on his ass” about it. I did not ask Carlos why he
interrupted production on the factory floor in this manner,74 but during my interview with him he
expressed that Esteban “has his own ideas” and “he’ll learn.” Coupled with Esteban’s comment
that the “under promise, over deliver” approach to production and sales was something he was
trying to develop at the company as well as the myriad of organizational processes and
procedures (e.g., the new detailed and formal production schedule), one might be able to see how
differences in “business” culture might have caused and exacerbated the disruption created by
Carlos’s f2f interruption of the production schedule.
At one point I asked Carlos:
What has been the challenge for you from somebody who lives in this place with four
cultures, and somebody who’s lived in Mexico, what has been the biggest challenge
communicating with those particular people coming from the Midwest?
He responded:

74Sorting out these kinds of issues is a major challenge of ethnographic work. Problems, what is not going well in a
system, are easier to talk about in some situations than in others. Talking about Carlos with Arturo and Esteban was
easier because it was at Site F when he was not there. Because of both Arturo and Esteban’s place in the hierarchy
(“upper/middle management” as it were), it was easy to chat about why he was doing what he was doing.
Addressing Carlos in one of my final interviews as the founding owner, however, was a bit more challenging as he
was well on his way to transitioning leadership to Esteban. Indeed, the relationship of mentor-mentee, old guardnew guard is challenging and contentious enough without the potential for father-son tension inherent in a family
business during a generational transition (though both seemed to get along quite well). Asking about potentially
embarrassing issues like conflict regarding how Carlos interacted with the production schedule did not seem
appropriate. I tried to figure out a way to bring up the issue without implicating other individuals in the company,
but could not think of a way to do so creatively within the time of my interview and study.
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Just to do a good job….I mean, what you offer you sell. And be behind the products you
manufacture. That’s why we stay alive. That’s why we stay with [Midwest Products].
Because, other guys from Juárez they also start at the same time as I do and they never
warranty their product or they never back it up. And we do. And that was [what made us]
successful.
This may reveal the potential for an “organizational,” perhaps even a “generational” “cultural”
difference. Esteban values a culture of “overdelivering” after “underpromising”—a way of
creating both space into which power can be exercised in order to cope with the complexity of
both the activity and its objects/objectives. Carlos sees the activity as much more
straightforward: deliver on what you promise—it is the central rule and norm of his approach to
the activity. His “interruption” in service of his customer may be him trying to meet the objective
of delivering for his customer in accordance with the rule he has set for himself (and his
company): “Just do a good job.”
Intercultural encounters are extraordinarily complex. They are complex because of the
conceptual fuzziness around the very notion of “culture” which is commonly believed to be
grounded in ethno-linguistic or national markers. The complexity is increased when
“organizational culture” is potentially shaping intercultural encounters alongside or in place of
the ethno-linguistic or national notions of culture. The complexity is only compounded with the
introduction of mediating communication technologies. If we are to have any hope of managing
this complexity, fluidity, and conceptual fuzziness, temporarily stabilizing theoretical structures
like AT and ANT aid us in the process.
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AT analysis
Here I extend the analysis that has been building since Chapter 4, where AT helped
“stabilize” the complexity of networked activity between a multitude of acting subjects all
operating around shared and divergent object/ive(s). In Chapter 5 we were able to “zoom in”
specifically on technologically mediated rhetorical encounters to see how acting subjects used
communication technologies as tools in accordance with (internal and external) rules/norms,
amidst a division of labor, embedded in a variety of communities. We were able to probe which
of those “nodes” and nexûs might be most significant in any given moment for particular
participants as they pursue those object/ive(s) most important to them. In this chapter, I added
the element of “culture” or more broadly speaking, “boundary” crossing to my analysis of how
those communication technologies are being utilized in any given activity.
What does AT help us see?
The challenge that has been with us from Chapter 3 is how to think of “culture” without
necessarily deciding a priori what it is or how it may impact participants’ actions within an
activity. This study, as I noted in Chapter 3, enters the discussion about the relationship between
the universal and the particular, or the individual and the social embracing the assumptions of
AT, namely that the activity of individuals is defined precisely in dialectic relationship with an
object/ive(s). Everyone is trying to do something. This is the baseline assumption. With that
assumption in place, I have sought not to ascribe, in advance, causality to culture.
Acquiescing to the notion that “culture” continues to persist as a concept in human
activity, however imprecise or “fuzzy” the concept may be, I have maintained a certain potential
space for concepts of cultural difference to reveal themselves as well as ascribe a certain “virtual
reality” for the concept of culture. Beginning with the assumptions of AT, I am able to say that
perhaps culture is a conceptual tool that acting subjects use as they try to create or meet
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object/ive(s). Accepting this notion of culture’s “virtual reality” allows us to note places where
“cultural differences” and “boundaries” could potentially exist amidst the system. These
boundaries are heuristically and provisionally defined (i.e., national identifiers, linguistic
capabilities, migration histories, self-identification). These provisional concepts fit well in the
AT system because they can plausibly be identified with nodes in the activity. National identities
exist both as “community identifiers” (however contested) and conceptual tools individuals use
to identify themselves to others and others to themselves. Linguistic capabilities, per Vygotsky,
also operate as the chief tool humans use to create/meet object/ive(s). Migration histories help
mark the communities in which acting subjects have and currently are inhabiting as they act.
Marking those differences amidst the temporary stability of an AT system then enables us to ask
more precise questions about what is indeed causing or mediating the activity, either facilitating
or disrupting it.
AT helps us see how the material conditions of the communication technology might
define and transform the intercultural encounter and one way an individual in a situation like that
might use the affordances of that communication technology to engage others across cultural
boundaries. At the most basic level, as we have clearly seen in Chapters 4 and 5, communication
technologies enable contact across possible boundaries (cultural or organizational). This may
seem rather banal, but it remains crucial that we recognize the fact that communication
technologies do not simply put people in “contact” (recall Pratt’s “contact zones” as well as Selfe
& Selfe’s 1994 use of the concept in technologically mediated situations). As noted in Chapter 4,
common communication technologies define the encounters by facilitating activity towards
object/ive(s) and they do so across what we commonly think of as “cultural boundaries” or
“intercultural encounters.” In other words, the intercultural encounter is no less object/ive(s)-
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oriented. Thus, these technologies must be precisely defined as enabling cross-boundary,
object/ive(s)-oriented activity.
Without this admittedly fine (bordering on pedantic) distinction, we are tempted to think
of technologically mediated intercultural encounters as being shaped and guided by an
“object/ive(s)-less” quality known as “culture” whose substance cannot be articulated. Returning
to analyze an activity happening across (what we believe to be) cultural boundaries without a
clear sense of at least the conceptually organizing reality of the object/ive(s), tempts analysts and
participants to ascribe magical causal qualities to something called “culture.”
Within the WhatsApp exchange between Roger and Esteban, the clearest example of a
technologically mediated encounter plausibly characterized as “intercultural”75 (both as
observed from the outside and as described by a participant), we see how deeply complicated
ascribing causality to cultural difference can be (at least in what we commonly think of cultural
differences grounded in ethno-nationalist differences). In this case, something like “Latin-ness”
is not an actual, causal, motivating factor for action. It does not actually exist to be
inter/mediated by the fact that it is being conducted via WhatsApp on a smartphone. Rather, it
does not exist in the same way that the object at the center of order #3253 can be said to exist.
The AT lens lets us realize that the most that can reasonably be said is that the “Latin way
of doing business” is a conceptual tool that lies “at hand” for individuals working across
perceived cultural borders to explain why a cultural other (broadly conceived as from “Latin
America”) is acting in a particular way. If we were able to pinpoint actions plausibly traced to
some notion of “Latin-ness” that could be ascribed causality for an individual’s actions it would
have to come amidst observation and experience of concrete practices within an activity system,

75I.e., an encounter via WhatsApp between someone from “culture A” and “culture B 1” as designated above.
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within activity directed towards object/ive(s). It would have to be teased apart, or traced amidst
the “nodes” of activity which define and transform any individual’s possibilities for action at any
given moment. During my observations at Sites A and F as well as their communication with
customers and suppliers, nothing like a substantival notion of culture appeared.
At best we might be able to say that individuals with shared communities (marked by
national identifiers, overlapping linguistic capabilities, migration histories, etc.) have developed
rules and norms, patterns and practices to meet certain object/ive(s). We might be able to show
how specific rules and norms develop among communities that then feed the development of a
conceptual tool called “culture” that acting subjects can use to try to create or meet object/ive(s).
But even this is very different from saying that something like “culture” with a reality like that of
a hammer can be taken up by any acting subject and utilized as an explanatory tool in any given
moment in a technologically mediated intercultural encounter.
AT helps us articulate why precisely it is so difficult to identify culture and suggests that
we not necessarily call upon a “cultural” explanation for activity apart from reference to the
acting subjects orientation toward an object/ive(s) utilizing rules/norms amidst various
communities and divisions of labor. Substantival or “quantitative” (here I am thinking of
Hofstede’s, 2010 and Thatcher’s, 2012 “bell curve”) notions of “culture” tend to constrain and
explain actions via a tautology: “They” are a “they” because theys act like theys and since they
are a they and can therefore only act like a they. If they do not act that way, they are just an
“exception” to the way theys act and cannot be considered “theys” from a cultural studies
perspective.
It is also not clear how, in this structure, cultures change or how individuality can be
operant in the activity. Notions of culture are also notoriously difficult to suss out precisely
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because—as viewing intercultural encounters through an AT lens quickly reveals—so many
dynamics are at work at once in an activity, from patterns not associated with the usual “cultural”
identifiers of nation and language but rather organizational patterns and practices as well as
individually motivated object/ive(s) working amidst the larger social activities.
ORGANIZATIONAL “CULTURAL” DIFFERENCE
As we saw in this chapter, some differences of patterns and practices of behavior
emerged that could not really be appropriately identified with national/ethnic, linguistic, or
geographical markers in the way we customarily think of “culture.” Rather they might be better
described as “organizational” cultural differences (e.g., “under promise, over deliver,” using
email to maintain formal records, utilizing Google Docs to manage a production schedule or cash
flow). AT gives us the language to make this distinction in a more refined way as it enables us to
name the differences as evident in rules and norms, interacting with very particular communities
and mediating tools, towards specific object/ive(s).
AT allows us to tease out the potential areas of difference—and possibly tension—in a
system at a granular level. Returning to the organizational shift happening as a result of the “old
guard” staff at Border Products and Productos de la Frontera to the “new guard” we might be
able to see the real tension in Carlos’s comment regarding Esteban: “He has his own ideas and he
doesn’t have that passion to learn.”76 Arturo in his interview revealed that he has used this
attitude as leverage saying that as part of helping Carlos shift his perspective from that of a
“carpentry shop” to a “business” he needed to let Esteban to learn on his own. If he should fail in
any given moment, this would then allow Carlos to adopt a mentor role in solving the problem.

76The language of “old” and “new” guard should not be read in a strictly age-related sense. Arturo, a generational
peer to Carlos, was the one pushing for changes to organizational and communication practices at Site F. It appeared
to be a distinction of “mindset” rather than age.
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These dynamics, more visible when seen through the AT lens of object/ive(s)-oriented activity,
help us trace if, where, and how culture might be operant in any given moment. Understanding
these dynamics as well, enables us to see more clearly if and how communication technologies
function in this system.
TECHNOLOGICALLY MEDIATED INTERCULTURAL RHETORICAL ENCOUNTERS
The introduction of the object/ive(s) as the central determining factor in activity helps us
begin to clarify the nature of an encounter as “intercultural” as well as the way mediating tools
and artifacts aid acting subjects in achieving those goals amidst that shared object/ive(s)-oriented
encounter. Looking at “intercultural” encounters through an AT lens helps us begin to see
whether technology is shaping these kinds of encounters in specific ways and/or if individuals as
“cultural” beings are using the technologies in uniquely “cultural” ways to engage “cultural
others.”
At the most basic level, the communication technologies facilitate speedy, potentially
immediate contact across communities with differing rules/norms and expectations about the
division of labor (i.e., potentially ethno-linguistic, national, and organizational “cultures”). AT
can help us mark the way these different components are working together in any given situation.
We can see, for example, how the rules/norms of email use function primarily as a formal record
keeping tool as acting subjects from different communities and across cultural boundaries move
toward shared (and divergent) object/ive(s).
We can see how participants from different communities use texting applications to
maintain contact with other participants in order to facilitate activity and solve object/ive(s)related issues and problems (i.e., provide explanations for delays shipping an order). AT also
helps us mark how the multiple object/ive(s) and motivations in a system contradict one another
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across boundaries of cultural difference and how tools help participants negotiate those
contradictions (e.g., by including images of orders to illustrate that the order is in fact being
completed).
But AT in this case study also helps us see with some clarity how “cultural difference”
(as we normally think of it in ethno-linguistic or national terms) is not a factor in technologically
mediated activity. At moments when participants had the opportunity or felt called upon to
explain others’ behavior in technologically mediated encounters, they never reverted to
“cultural” explanations. In explaining, especially “silence” in technologically mediated
encounters across “cultural” boundaries, they either referred to the complex dynamics of the
activity (e.g., Raul is helping them clean or load at Site F, perhaps they are not answering
because they are busy) or proposed individual characteristics (e.g., she has a “bad attitude,” “he
didn’t read [the email],” etc.).
WHAT IS MISSING FROM AT?
As has been noted in Chapters 4 and 5, AT helps us “stabilize” the complex, heavily
mediated, shared activity. It continues to do so when these complex, networked activities occur
“across cultures” as we customarily think of them. It helps us see how our notion of “culture”
needs to be carefully considered and complicated to account for the myriad of elements work
together, ultimately oriented towards object/ive(s), and shape and are shaped by “culture.”
In Chapters 4 and 5, AT continues to struggle to render visible the motivations of acting
subjects in an activity system as well as trace in a precise way how power and persuasion are
moving through the system. The impact of the material conditions of the technological mediation
of that activity is not as evident in an AT framework. Again, ANT provides a key supplementary
perspective when coordinated with the AT perspective.
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COORDINATING SUPPLEMENT: ANT
ANT helps us mark the “silence” created by the material conditions of technologically
mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters. As we saw in Chapter 5, email and texting
applications in particular create a void or a silence between interlocutors in a rhetorical situation
into which participants must “invent” the other. This silence and “void” becomes the space into
which culture as a conceptual tool (in an AT sense) can be used to shape an acting subject’s
deliberate use of the tool. The phone in conjunction with the networked software “invites” its
user both to think of it as an immediate means of connection and also a tool to avoid connection.
Indeed, it is in this silence created by the material potential for immediacy in contact with
someone via smartphone coupled with the material potential to delay response despite that
immediacy (or ignore it outright), where cultural explanations for cultural others’ behavior might
“live” in the rhetorical encounter across cultural boundaries. Yet tracing the association between
Esteban and Roger, for example, we see that Esteban’s means of “enrolling” Roger by
attempting to persuade him of the particular reason(s) for the delay in order #3253’s delivery
involves attempting to head off an unspoken “cultural” explanation for the delay (i.e., “a Latin
way of doing business”) which only exists as a possibility in the silence between them created by
the material conditions of texting on a smartphone via WhatsApp. The relative absence of these
kinds of explanations in other exchanges reveals how infrequent this mode of explanation is in
these kinds of material contexts (via smartphone using WhatsApp/texting tool).
ANT also helps us see how the mediating tool of the production or cash flow
management schedules (either as printed or digital copy around which the production and sales
team organize their activity) both reveals and creates dynamics of organizational culture. The
production schedule as a mediating tool (as revealed in an AT context) is insufficient to contend
with the motivating forces driving Carlos, for example, to abandon the stated production
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schedule and interrupt work on the factory floor. In ANT language, this tool or networked
collection of tools is insufficient to simply intermediate (transmit without transformation)
Esteban’s (and ostensibly Arturo’s) administrative goals and desires to run the sister companies
like “a business” rather than a “small carpentry shop” (an organizational “intercultural
encounter”). The forces motivating Carlos, likely values grounded either in personality or an
ostensible amalgamation of “cultural” patterns and practices (AT challenges us by suggesting it
is not entirely possible to separate these two), that one “just do a good job” and “stand behind
your product” are somewhat opaque from an AT perspective. In AT, all we can see is Carlos’s
abandonment of the division of labor and the controlling rules/norms associated with the
mediating tool of the production schedule creating a contradiction in the shared and related
object/ive(s) at the sister companies. ANT, by tracing associations and durability over time, and
reflecting on actants as persuading agents, allows us to think about Carlos’s action apart from the
shared object/ive(s). He is himself being enrolled by outside actants (customers who are “on his
ass” according to Esteban). It is that enrolling dynamic which limits the production schedule and
its mediating or intermediating function to be ineffectual in that specific instance.
AT also struggles to account for those dynamics Esteban argues linger in the background
of his exchange with Roger as well as Bob and Mary. The massive shift in the economy in
America resulting from the economic crash of 2007-2008 impinges on their day to day
communications with the staff at Midwest Products (from Esteban’s perspective) making
demands on Border Products and Productos de la Frontera as if they were still responsible for
80% of their production. ANT, again, tracing associations over time, suggests in this situation
that the complex networks of relationships, made up of actants enrolling and unenrolling one
another (and that may or may not share object/ive(s)) are exercising power and persuasion to
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shift the dynamics between individuals negotiating some issue in the quotidian day to day back
and forth about, for example, an order’s shipment date.
Coordinating ANT with AT helps us negotiate, theoretically (and potentially in practice,
see discussion in Chapter 7), the ways communication technologies are or are not defining and
transforming the intercultural (be that organizationally or ethno-linguistically/nationally defined)
rhetorical encounter. Communication technologies both mediate in AT and ANT senses and
intermediate in an ANT sense rhetorical encounters both within and across cultures. Though
determining in any given situation which is operant is very challenging.
Conclusion
The closer we zoom in to study the way communication technologies define and
transform rhetorical encounters across cultural boundaries (rendering the encounter
“intercultural”) and conversely how individuals “take up” those technologies to engage across
cultural boundaries, the less clear either the concepts of “define” (mediate, AT/intermediate,
ANT) and “transform” (mediate, ANT) become, not to mention the continued lack of precision
attached to the concept of “culture” itself.
If there is any clarity to be had on any of these fronts, it is by looking at these encounters
first through the lens of AT and then in a coordinating/supplementary way through the lens of
ANT. As in Chapter 5, AT helps us see precisely the way communication technologies “define”
the intercultural rhetorical encounter by orienting it first to the object/ive(s) in the activity. The
object/ive(s) are the primary orienting “node” of activity across boundaries we might think of as
cultural. To test this we began with heuristic notions of culture to determine where cultural
boundaries might be present in the activity to be “crossed” or negotiated “across.” Assuming a
certain kind of conceptual tool (AT) status for the notion of culture we looked to see if adding
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the nodes of rules/norms, communities, and the division of labor helped us see either culture as
operant in the activity somehow and then how communication technologies may or may not be
impacting the interaction across culture (and vice versa).
Tracing the activity in the system at Sites A and F with each other and their customers
and suppliers, revealed that the conceptual tool of culture, rarely appeared explicitly. Indeed, it
only appeared explicitly in one exchange, and there it only appeared as a “possibility” embedded
in the “silence” created by the separation of one participants’ (Roger’s) WhatsApp text in time
and space from the response of the other participant (Esteban). Here Esteban made a rhetorical
choice to engage Roger to build trust using the affordance of the networked tool (smartphone +
smartphone camera + WhatsApp texting interface) to head off a potential explanation for his
behavior grounded in ethno-linguistic, national, or geographical conceptions of “culture” (i.e.,
“Latin”). Despite the absence of ethno-linguistic, national, or geographical conceptions of culture
we see in this instance, embedded in the larger activity the way communication technologies
create conceptual voids or silences into which participants may “invent” cultural others as they
establish their rhetorical situation and make rhetorical choices using these technologies (RQ1,
RQ2).
Yet, when given the opportunity to explain rhetorical situations to themselves in order to
make rhetorical choices with cultural others using communication technologies, participants
primarily emphasized the material conditions of the object or objective-oriented activity or
possibly individual characteristics—rather than explicit cultural markers (RQ2). For example,
when asked to explain why those at Midwest Products (culture A) might not respond to inquiries
in a timely fashion Beatriz (culture B1) reflects: “I think they’re just a few people, that is taking
care of everything. So, maybe they don’t have the time. Like Esteban, he’s always busy.”
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Participants rely on the formal record dynamic created by communication technologies to
mark the silence across cultural boundaries. Arturo sees the email as a means of holding others
(both at Site F—in a “shared” cultural space—and Site A—across what we think of as cultural
boundaries) “accountable” for commitments and obligations. Roger (culture A) points out in an
email that a request for information has received “no response” from anyone at Site A (culture B1
whose activity is integrally connected to participants at Site F, cultures M and B2).
Participants not only use the technologies to distribute information across boundaries
(e.g., Gerardo’s [culture B1] taxonomy for tool use communicating with Site F [cultures B2 and
M] and others at Site A [cultures B1 and M]), but also exercise power across cultural boundaries.
Esteban’s “silence” creates space for him to not only get first hand accurate information to
respond to Roger’s WhatsApp inquiry about order #3253’s shipping delay, but also gives him
power to respond at his convenience within the multiple object/ive(s) that organize his activity
every day, subject as he may be to multiple actants large (Home Product Corp.) and small
(Raul’s delay at bridge) enrolling him and unenrolling him in their activity on any given day.
In these activities, participants do not explicitly revert to “cultural” explanations for
others’ behavior (either ethno-linguistic, national, geographical or organizational). In
observations, it is not clear what use such “cultural” explanations of participants’ activity would
even be in either explaining the activity or achieving its goals and/or object/ive(s).
Having explored the potentially defining and transforming dynamics of communication
technologies on intercultural rhetorical encounters, we can now step back to review the big
picture. Here we are also able to see more clearly the limitations of this kind of study as well as
its potential application both as a tool of analysis and a tool of practical application.
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Chapter 7
Conclusions, Limitations, and Implications
As modern knowledge work grows more connected via the networks created by
telecommunications infrastructure, the proliferation of communication technologies, and the
shared goals and objectives across national boundaries created by transnational corporations,
non-profits, and educational collaborations, rhetorical work becomes increasingly complex. In
my case study researching the technologically mediated rhetorical activity between Border
Products, Productos de le Frontera, their customers, and suppliers’ interactions, it is clear how
distributed, networked, and complex the rhetorical situation can be for individuals living at the
center of globalization’s influence. The “micro-physics” of daily interaction via email, phone,
and texting are governed by a dizzying array of individual, social, and macro-social forces all
impinging on the contexts into which individuals must make decisions about how to best engage
others rhetorically—both those who share their “culture” and those who do not.
Study conclusions
In this close analysis of rhetorical work at a transnational production company conducted
in a multinational and multilingual context I have sought to answer two research questions:
RQ1: How do common communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting
applications) define and transform intercultural rhetorical encounters?
RQ2: How do individuals rhetorically engage perceived cultural others using common
communication technologies (email, phone, IM chat, texting applications) in intercultural
rhetorical encounters?
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Close analysis of the rhetorical practices at Border Products and Productos de le
Frontera in conjunction with their customers and suppliers reveal that in response to Research
Question 1 several assertions can be made relative to the case study:
1. Communication technologies place cultural others and those from shared cultures in
immediate proximity, enabling (potentially) instantaneous engagement with object/ive(s)related questions, problems, and concerns.
2. Communication technologies allow individuals to engage these object/ive(s) in part by
serving as a formal record of communication that can be deployed rhetorically to
facilitate mutual accountability between individuals both in and across cultures (whether
defined ethno-linguistically, nationally, geographically, or organizationally).
3. Communication technologies define rhetorical encounters by creating conceptual
“voids” or “silences” between individuals. In these silences participants must establish
their rhetorical situation and make rhetorical choices using these technologies. That void
or silence becomes a potential site of transformation for the encounter. These voids or
silences occur both in and across cultures (whether defined ethno-linguistically,
nationally, geographically, or organizationally).
4. In this void or silence that communication technologies create while simultaneously
connecting people, participants are invited to “invent” the recipient of their
communications. They are invited to render explanations to themselves for why the
people they are encountering through communication technologies are doing, saying, etc.
the things they are doing, saying, etc.
5. This silence has the potential to (but does not necessarily) transform the rhetorical
encounter across cultures (whether defined ethno-linguistically, nationally,
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geographically, or organizationally) by inviting individuals to “invent” the cultural other
using the “conceptual tool” of the “cultural” to explain their interlocutor’s actions (e.g.,
the “Latin way of doing business”).
Regarding Research Question 2 we see that individuals at my research site rhetorically
engage one another in a variety of ways using common communication technologies, laying the
groundwork for several assertions:
1. Participants use communication technologies to transmit basic information and
distribute knowledge necessary for creating objects or achieving objectives both in and
across cultures (whether defined ethno-linguistically, nationally, geographically, or
organizationally).
2. Participants rely on the formal record dynamic created by communication technologies
to negotiate the silence across cultural boundaries, simultaneously seeking to build trust
and hold one another accountable.
3. Participants leverage the silences or voids created by communication technologies as
well as the peculiar affordances of these technologies (e.g., camera/image transmission
capabilities) to exercise power and persuade others to do things that help them create
objects or achieve objectives both in and across cultures (whether defined ethnolinguistically, nationally, geographically, or organizationally).
4. When establishing the rhetorical situation for themselves and making rhetorical
choices while engaging cultural others using communication technologies, participants
primarily emphasize the material conditions of the object or objective-oriented activity
(e.g., “they are busy”) or possibly individual characteristics (e.g., “Barbara has a bad
attitude”)—rather than explicit cultural markers.
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5. Participants rarely explicitly relied on the conceptual tool of “culture” (either ethnolinguistic, national, geographical or organizational) to explain their own actions or the
actions of others (even those deemed cultural others defined in terms of the ethnolinguistic, national, geographical or organizational).
The study and practice of modern, globalized knowledge work must contend with the
complexity created by the mediating influence of communication technologies. These
technologies both enable and constrain, not only “contact,” but complex, interactional encounters
where individuals and groups rhetorically engage one another in the pursuit of goals and
objectives at once shared and at cross-purposes with one another.
It is not enough to assume that technologies are seamlessly transmitting messages from
senders to receivers, whose “cultural” peculiarities can be deduced using common national,
ethno-linguistic, or geographical identifiers. Rather scholars, practitioners, and students of
globalized technical and professional rhetoric must account for as much of the complexity as
possible within the rhetorical situation created by the inclusion of even the most mundane of
communication technologies (email, texting, phone calls) as mediating factors in that encounter.
Acknowledging especially the inventive potential of the silence created between individuals by
communication technologies across what we customarily think of as “cultural” boundaries,
allows us to both recognize where our assumptions about culture may be disrupting our
rhetorical engagement and potentially engage more productively and ethically across those
boundaries. Furthermore, keeping the object/ive(s) of the activity at the center of our reflection
and analysis any intercultural rhetorical encounter could help prevent reversion to cultural
stereotyping in our attempts to explain other’s behavior.
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Contributions
In addition to the findings regarding the defining and transforming role of communication
technologies amid intercultural rhetorical encounters, this study has made two other
contributions to the research of modern study of intercultural rhetoric apart from the question of
technological mediation. The first addresses the methodological approach to studying
intercultural rhetorical encounters. The second addresses the very old question of how one
defines culture for both analytical and practical purposes.
Methodological
AT and ANT as theoretical frameworks have a great deal of potential for aiding
researchers of rhetoric in technical and professional communication attempting to study the
intercultural rhetorical encounter. These two approaches to analyzing rhetorical engagement, to
establish rhetorical situations, have been used previously. However, they have not necessarily
been utilized in a “coordinated” fashion as I have done here and rarely to analyze specifically
intercultural rhetorical encounters.
Using AT and ANT in the way I have illustrated by my approach, enables us to begin
coping with the profound complexity of technologically mediated intercultural rhetorical
encounters, and, I would argue, intercultural encounters more generally. They help us cope while
at the same time resisting reduction or oversimplification of the encounter. AT in particular is a
very efficient way to “stabilize” complexity without rendering the system simplistically.
Precisely at this point of tension these two approaches have the potential to be what Agboka
(2014) calls “decolonial methodologies.” No methodology is inherently “decolonial.” Indeed,
feminist critiques of new materialist or “object-oriented” approaches rhetorical analysis have
been particularly trenchant (e.g., Micciche, 2014). Furthermore, without caution in the way AT
in particular is deployed, it has the potential to further entrench “color blind” ideology or
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facilitate the persistence of systematic oppression. Caution must govern any attempt to use any
methodological tool to talk about others—whether we perceive our identities to be largely shared
or not.
But as Agboka (2014) noted, a substantial part of the process of decolonizing method has
to do with the way the tool is used:
Basically the methods employed in decolonial approaches are not straightforward or
predictable, but unique to specific research situations. Although many of my methods are
used in traditional research approaches, decolonial researchers apply these purposefully
and meaningfully, and they are also flexible, thoughtful, and reflexive when they used
those methods. (p. 319)
As it relates to studying the intercultural rhetorical encounter I have sought to apply with
meaningful purpose the theoretical frameworks of AT and ANT to the specific context of my
research in ways at once flexible, thoughtful, and reflexive.
The first step in this process was to accept the complexity particularly of the concept of
“culture” and to both embrace the “common sense” markers of cultural difference, specifically
ethno-linguistic distinctions and national identifiers, while also “complicating” those concepts by
including migration history and participants’ cultural self-identification as markers of cultural
difference. This complication at the level of the baseline assumptions of my research—
particularly this last step of centering participants’ self-identification was a deliberate attempt to
decolonize my method at the outset.
With the addition of AT and ANT as analytical frames, my goal was to follow as far as
possible my participants’ definition of those nodes of activity (e.g., goals/objectives) and
dynamics (e.g., descriptions of power relations, etc.). At the outset, particularly as it related to
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participants’ cultural identification, I sought to follow their lead in those definitions. Indeed,
Latour’s methodological notion of “following” actors in activity is a small but crucial adjustment
to the study of object/ive(s)-oriented activity (whether from an AT or ANT perspective) and one
that, if followed in increasingly consistent ways, can help serve the decolonizing goals of
researchers.
The approach of coordinating AT and ANT is crucial to this decolonizing dynamic. AT’s
value, and the reason for its conceptual primacy in my study is that it stabilizes what is a
profoundly complex rhetorical situation. From a researcher’s (and practitioners’) perspective AT
is far easier to “operationalize”—that is, convert to actionable means of analysis and
intervention—in the real world. It is a very stable framework with only six nodes of focus. The
centrality of the object/ive(s) in AT also provides a stabilizing focus in the midst of complexity.
In this way, it is easier to manage than the more “anthropological” approaches of scholars like
Geertz or Appadurai. At the same time, it is simple without being simplistic and accounts more
comprehensively with the complexity of an intercultural rhetorical encounter—more than valueoriented approaches to cultural difference as with Hofstede or Hall.
But any framework can veer from simple to “simplistic” if not handled carefully. The
impulse to “stabilize” can easily become an exercise in stereotyping or imposing outside
conceptions of acting subjects’ motivations and object/ive(s) as well as the way tools are being
used, rules and norms formed, communities identified, and divisions of labor determined and so
forth. Coordinating ANT’s perspective with AT, cultivating it as a “disposition” as it were,77 can
help precisely disrupt this potential for oversimplification by drawing attention to the way power
and persuasion are working in the activity to define and transform the relationship apart from or

77I am grateful to Dr. Lucía Durá for this insight regarding the “dispositional” quality cultivated by this approach.

233

at cross-purposes with the object/ive(s) identified by the researcher or even the participants
themselves.
ANT draws attention to the margins of activity, even focusing on the material specifics of
inanimate objects and the ways they are “enrolling” and “unenrolling” other actants (often
themselves increasingly complex assemblages of animate and inanimate actors also exerting
power on the situation—NAFTA, macroeconomic shifts, the interaction of American and
Mexican customs rules/regulations/informal norms, etc.). In this attention to the “margins” lies
ANT’s potential to decolonize and to destabilize overly simplistic explanations for actors’ and
activities’ causes.
It is ANT’s awareness of the nexus of the material world and the relationships between
actants that provides us the insight above that smartphones, in conjunction with WhatsApp create
the voids and silences which themselves do not simply “intermediate” (in ANT’s nomenclature,
or “mediate,” in AT vocabulary) the transmission of information from Roger to Esteban and
back regarding order #3253. We are able to see the way the silence renders the smartphoneWhatsApp assemblage a mediating entity (in an ANT sense) where the meaning and significance
of the messages back and forth are suffused with potentially relationship-altering dynamics. For
example, the possibility for the “Latin way of doing business” to have explanatory power exists
in that space between messages. At the same time the silence becomes a means of exerting
control over the exchange. It enables Esteban to deal with issues on his own terms and take full
advantage of the material affordances of the smartphone-WhatsApp assemblage to send pictures
of order #3253 in process and in the service of “enrolling” away from the explanation grounded
in “Latinness” and in service rather of the ostensibly shared objective between Roger and
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Esteban of a timely delivery of #3253 to the customer and the transfer of funds from Midwest
Products to Border Products.
Once the activity has been stabilized by an AT perspective, ANT also calls our attention
to the strong and weak relationships between acting subjects/actants (animate and inanimate).
This framework helps us mark the shift in the relationship between Midwest Products and Border
Products/Productos de la Frontera as a result of the global economic downturn and the growth
of Border Products’ relationship with Home Product Corp. as exerting a counterbalancing force
to Midwest Products’ historical dominance of the production at Border Products/Productos de la
Frontera. Indeed, Latour’s claim about power seems especially pertinent here:
Power is always the illusion people get when they are obeyed … people who are
“obeyed” discover what their power is really made of when they start to lose it. They
realize, but too late, that it was “made of” the wills of all the others. (Latour, 1986, p.
268, quoted in Cressman, 2009, p. 5)
Furthermore, the shift in power between Midwest Products and Border Products/Productos de le
Frontera bears down on the mundane communication practices between Roger and Esteban via
the smartphone-WhatsApp assemblage. The ability to see how their rhetorical actions are not
only governed by their shared or divergent object/ive(s), but also their reactions to these larger
forces as shaping and changing the nature of those object/ives, requires more than just the map of
activity from an AT perspective.
Coordinating the two frameworks (AT and ANT) is a way to prevent the “colonizing”
impulse of research, by resisting a tendency to simplification or reliance on “substantival” causal
explanations for participants’ behavior apart from the complexity of human interaction with one
another and the material world. Deployed in a thoughtful, deliberate way, the “loose-tight”
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structure of AT coupled with ANT’s awareness of the radically open possibilities for influence
on action, can aid in the kind of “decolonizing methods” for which Agboka calls.
Defining “culture”
In addition to the methodological contribution, my approach in this study to the analysis
of intercultural rhetorical encounters using AT and ANT offers researchers who rely on cultural
studies to inflect their study of the intercultural a way to think more precisely about the
“cultural” as a factor in activity. Geertz (1973) some time ago marked the sheer diversity of
diversity of definitions of culture. His own interpretive definition certainly moves us closer to the
“truth” of culture’s nature. But tracing culture amidst the heavily networked and technologically
mediated rhetorical practices at my research site only emphasizes how elusive the notion of
“culture” still remains. What is it? How do you know you are even in an intercultural encounter?
How do you know—especially when that encounter is distributed by time and space in the way
that communication technologies tend to be?
The AT framework suggests that if we are to talk about “culture” at all we must do so by
at once attending to the object/ive(s), the goals, and motivations of activity, in conjunction with
the complex—not just of acting subjects’ differing values or interpretive practices, but of the
patterns and practices of behavior that are revealed in the rules/norms of behavior that govern
their use of mediating tools and artifacts, amidst particular divisions of labor.
I would suggest that if we are to speak of culture at all it is precisely by marking
difference (following Appadurai) in the way individuals follow and construct rules/norms to
pursue their object/ive(s) in activity using mediating tools. That is, culture is most clearly seen in
shared object/ive(s) across divides marking communities that acting subjects inhabit as they
pursue those object/ive(s). Pinpointing culture can only happen if you can mark a collective
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pattern of rule/norm governed tool use towards an object/ive that coheres with a particular
community that differs from another community’s collective pattern of rule/norm governed tool
use towards that same object/ive.
Even to speak of human “values”—one way we mark differences—tends to mask the
complex dynamics at work in constructing what we think of as “motivations” (per discussion
above in Chapter 3 especially). Speaking of cultural values—expressed in cultural studies like
those conducted by Hofstede and those who follow a “value” approach to cultural difference—
tends to represent “culture” as something that operates strictly at the nexus of rules/normscommunities. Yet failure to keep a focus on the object/ive(s) and tool mediation in the analysis
of “the culture” tends to reduce the explanation again to some mystical force. It removes the
motivating force of the object/ive(s) and (per Stetsenko’s concern) the individual’s creative
engagement with the socially determined object/ive(s)-oriented activity. “Culture,” if only
identified with the rules/norms-communities nexus, takes on a deterministic quality and fails to
account for individual differences within a “culture” and cannot help the analyst account for
culture change over time. It also tends to cultivate a probabilistic analysis of any individual
action. A community’s general set of rules and norms are hard to identify as governing or
motivating any specific action at any given moment apart from awareness of the mediating role
of tools, the division of labor, and most centrally, the object/ive(s) governing the activity.
My application of AT and ANT to what we customarily think of as the “intercultural”
rhetorical situation is a unique and potentially valuable way to cope with the complexity of these
situations. Below I discuss several ways I believe this approach can be applied by researchers,
instructors with students, and practitioners of technical and professional rhetoric/communication
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in intercultural contexts. However, before that, it is appropriate to acknowledge the limitations of
this study and to address ways it can be extended.
Limitations
Single case study
My research on this project is limited, as is any qualitative cases study may be, by the
singularity of my research site. Rather than a comparative approach whereby I looked at several
sites, I have conducted a multi-unit study of a single site. This affords a rich perspective on the
dynamics in which I have been interested—technologically mediated intercultural
communication. But it restricts the potential scope of applicability of the study to other contexts.
Without expansion of the cases in which these dynamics are studies, their value will remain
limited.
That said, my data collection consisted of speaking to all the staff at Site A, and a
substantial portion of the staff at Site F; making a total of 12 interviews with 9 participants and
an additional 6 individuals’ rhetorical practices observed in my onsite visits and in my artifact
collection. Thus, I was able to achieve saturation in my data collection at two sites. Individuals at
both sites could be reasonably identified as from different cultures for the purposes of this
research, thus establishing the foundation of the study as intercultural.
Small, family organization
Another limitation, beyond just the general restriction to applications created by any
singular case study (no matter how complex), is that the particular case I studied, Border
Products/Productos de la Frontera and their customers/suppliers, was at its heart a small
“family”—in some cases literally—organization. Carlos is passing leadership of the company to
his son Esteban. Carlos’s brother is engaged in building logistics software. Gerardo’s three sons
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are involved and/or are being trained to take up the work in his stead. Even where there are no
blood ties, individuals have been friends for many years (e.g., Carlos, Arturo, Gerardo).
Individuals have been working at Sites A and F for 10, 15, 20 years. Midwest Products’
relationship with Border Products is approaching 30 years. This long familiarity shapes the
organization in unique ways compared to other instances of globalized production work, where
relationships are much more temporary, ad hoc, and distributed over time. That said, Border
Products/Productos de la Frontera is still characterized by many of the hallmarks of any
business: divisions of labor, commitment to profit-seeking, and relationships with suppliers and
customers.
Organizations in flux
Another limitation was that my research was conducted as Border Products/Productos de
la Frontera was in flux precisely in the way they used their communication technologies to
conduct daily business. While the company had used landline phones and fax machines for years
and cell phones more recently, the shift created by the introduction of the new business data plan
enabling them to use smartphones and cloud storage devices had increased exponentially right as
I had begun my data collection. While my interviews and observations were spread out over 5
months, this may not have been enough time for the site to establish clearer rhetorical patterns of
behavior both intra-organizationally, with their customers and suppliers, and across the “cultural
boundaries” I provisionally identified.
Furthermore, as became clear in many of my conversations, the organization as a whole
was in flux, especially its rules/norms in relationship to the division of labor. The shift, as Arturo
put it, from “small carpentry shop” to “business” was well on its way and had settled a bit by the
time I finished my observations and interviews in September of 2016, but the tension and

239

contradictions created by this shift were still complicating the way participants talked about
rhetorical practices (both via technology and face to face) amidst their work. Because culture
(whether defined ethno-linguistically, nationally, geographically, or organizationally) is about
marking differences between groups over time, an organization in flux, in the midst of culture
change, is difficult to analyze in terms of that “culture” because those differences are unstable.
At the same time, that instability was an asset, as the “parallax view” created by the shift
in culture for individuals (Carlos, especially) and the group enables us to glimpse how individual
personalities interact with larger organizational, ethno-linguistic, national, or geographic
dynamics. The ruptures occurring between the old guard approach and the new approach
provided us with a view into what forces have been and are at work and are shaping the
rhetorical practices of the institution. The change in culture provided a “synchronic” comparison
of cultures in addition to the “diachronic” perspective established by the four-fold taxonomy of
cultures I marked heuristically at the time of my observations (i.e., cultures B1, B2, M, A). As
practices become more established, they will no doubt be “re-black boxed,” making analysis that
much more challenging.
Contradiction between research activity and business activity
As noted in Chapter 3, Border Products/Productos de la Frontera was the fourth site I
attempted to research. Other more established businesses expressed interest in the study and were
gracious with their time as I explored the possibility of conducting research at their site, but
ultimately rejected a more formal study for a variety of reasons.78 This revealed that if we map
the scholarly research project as an activity system in relationship to the activity systems of

78For example, one company cited overlap with their own internal research as well as their concern that my
presence would disrupt employees work too much, another company cited security concerns, despite the precautions
taken in the structure of the data collection for data security established in the IRB process.
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various businesses and corporations, the object/ive(s) of my research were perceived in places to
be at cross-purposes with those of the business.
Border Products/Productos de la Frontera was gracious and giving of their time and
access to their employees and work. But this kind of research can be disruptive and awkward
which both impedes access and may substantially change the way participants engage in their
work while being observed.79 This contradiction between research goals and business goals
(though certainly not absolute) made it difficult to gain deep and extended access to the work
being conducted, especially by the production staff at Site F.80 It was also a limitation on my
own ability and willingness to gather data and artifacts at specific moments.
Access participants across distributed network of activity
The sheer complexity of technologically mediated rhetorical work was further
complicated by its distributed nature not only across multiple technological platforms but
multiple sites. While I was able to gain considerable access at Sites A and F, thanks to the
generosity of Carlos, Esteban, and the rest of the staff, access to their customers, suppliers,
customs brokers, or even United States and Mexican customs agents was very limited. In the
case of customers and suppliers, my access to many of them was limited to the “trace” of their
communication in the collected artifacts (texts, emails, etc.).

79This is difficult to pinpoint and determine. When Luis asserted that “Barbara has a bad attitude” or Beatriz reports
Gerardo’s take that Midwest Products’ staff “doesn’t care” I wanted to press on those points. I was particularly
interested in the potential gender dynamics latent in the thoughts about Barbara’s “attitude.” But that would be an
uncomfortable discussion perhaps asking my participants to reveal too much, in addition to such a conversation
being at cross-purposes with the immediate and pressing object/ive(s) of that day’s work.
80There is a labor dynamic that needs to be contended with if this work is to both continue and be considered
“decolonial.” We must acknowledge that our work as researchers is contingent on the prior work of our participants,
the “objects” of our research. Scholars must find ways to prevent this kind of research from becoming parasitic on
their research sites’ prior labor. This was a point made by several panelists in discussions at several ATTW sessions
in 2017 particularly as it pertained to “service learning” in technical and professional education contexts. Session A6
“Ethics, Empathy, and Action: Strategies and Cautionary Tales from Teaching Social Justice in Technical
Communication Classrooms,” chaired by Emma Rose, with presentations by Rebecca Walton, Kristen Moore, and
Natasha Jones, was especially salient on this point.
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I intended at the outset of my research and indeed attempted to connect with Roger and
Henry and spoke very briefly with Henry. However, several attempts to broker the conversation
fell through due in part to the busyness of the staff at Border Products who would need to
facilitate the conversation and my own limited timeframe for data collection. In addition to the
logistical challenges and perhaps more so, was the sense, particularly after the conversation with
Esteban about the changed relationship with Midwest Products, I was concerned the
conversation would have been disruptive to the relationship, bringing to the surface issues that
Esteban certainly wanted dealt with but in his own time and on his own terms.81 Whether I had
“read” that dynamic correctly, is difficult to determine. But it kept me from pursuing as
forcefully as I might have contact with the staff at Midwest Products.
That said, this lack of access enabled me to account for the dynamics in a more “realistic”
way. The way Roger’s exchange with Esteban is presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6, with only
access to one side of the exchange is how technologically mediated intercultural encounters
occur in the “real world” and the analysis to some extent is never conducted with complete
information. Valuable perspectives on the exchange can still be gleaned, and participants often
feel they have to operate without a complete of full sense of what individuals on the “other side”
of a conversation are thinking and feeling. Indeed, this study illustrates that the “silence” created
between individuals via communication tools is normal and to some extent unavoidable. Even
“direct” contact does not remove the mediating effects of the elements of the activity system or
the enrolling/unenrolling dynamics of actors/actants in a system or assemblage. Indeed, speaking
directly to a person in this context does not always (perhaps it could not ever) afford the observer

81Recall his desire to have the staff at Midwest Products come visit Site F to see for themselves the shift in the
production make up and Midwest Products’ substantially reduced percentage of Border Products/Productos de la
Frontera’s obligation to Midwest Products in terms of their overall output.
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or research a complete picture of actors’ intentions or real perspective on their own or others’
actions. The chimera of intentionality (as discussed in Chapter 3) is inherent to the rhetorical
situation and this could not but be reflected in the data and indeed the data collection. The
question is whether framing the rhetorical situation via AT and ANT helps us render visible
more of the dynamics at play. I would argue, in light of my conclusions listed above, that it has.
Coordinating AT and ANT
In Chapter 3 I critiqued the more “anthropological” approach to studying cultural
difference that defines the work of those like Hofstede whose work stands behind other
“quantitative” or “bell curve” approaches to technical and professional communication across
cultures (exemplified by Thatcher, 2012). The main criticism, beyond their stereotyping
tendencies, is the difficulty in “operationalizing” them precisely because the anthropological
approach, even as it is practiced by Geertz and Appadurai, is complex and requires time to
implement. I should concede at this point that the approach I have laid out here, coordinating AT
and ANT in the analysis of specific instances of technologically mediated encounters, may be
subject to the same criticism. Working through the AT triangle in any given moment to situate
work and then try to identify the “actants,” human and non-human, enrolling and unenrolling
others in that activity, may strike the non-specialist as unwieldy.
AT, I would argue, is less susceptible to being this unwieldy. It provides a relatively small
number of categories to keep track of and fits intuitively with our understanding that we are all
trying to do something when we are at work, school, or the research field. Once professionals,
students, or researchers have a handle on how AT analysis “works,” it may actually prove
relatively easy to deploy and deploy quickly when troubleshooting difficulties in technologically
mediated intercultural rhetorical encounters.
Quickly applying an ANT perspective to the world is much more difficult. This is in part
why I have prioritized AT in my analysis and in my proposed applications of this methodology.
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That said, once introduced to the worldview that sees everything as “acting” in the world, it may
be possible to simply cultivate this approach as a “disposition” or a general stance toward activity,
that can be called upon as a supplement to the AT analysis. Regardless, as difficult as it may be,
taking this coordinated approach, I believe, gets us closer to how things “actually” work in the
world and that pursuit of this approach will pay dividends in technologically mediated intercultural
technical and professional contexts.
Extensions of research
Given the necessarily provisional approach of any research study, there are always ways
in which a project could be extended. Ultimately, I intend to extend this study by conducting
similar kinds of research at three separate sites with intercultural components to their
communicative work: a second multi-national or transnational business, an international nonprofit organization, and a globally connected university course. Each of these distinct sites has
unique objectives they are trying to achieve and will serve to further clarify the way technology
may be mediating intercultural rhetorical encounters. Also, looking at these three separate kinds
of sites will help me further test and extend my methodological contribution (discussed above)
regarding the value of AT and ANT as both tool of analysis in these kinds of complex,
networked, and distributed contexts. This extension will allow me to expand the potential of the
analysis, testing the degree to which AT and ANT can serve as tools individuals can use to
actively engage such situations.

Application of ideas82
The research presented here is necessarily provisional and requires further study. Here I
propose ways in which practitioners, theorists, and teachers of professional and technical

82This section is adapted from my forthcoming chapter “Activity Theory, Actor-Network Theory, and Culture in the
21st Century” in Thinking globally, composing locally: Rethinking online writing in the age of the global internet,
edited by Rich Rice and Kirk St. Amant.

244

communication might immediately use and apply AT and ANT in their writing, study, and
teaching.
AT/ANT as research and pedagogical frameworks
Theorists of intercultural professional and technical communication can use AT and ANT
frameworks to analyze activity, mapping the actions of subjects they are studying. They may ask:
what are we able to understand about an act of composition when it is placed in this framework?
What contradictions appear and how do they shape our understanding of how culture shapes
composition in professional and technical communication environments? Tracing contradictions
within the different relationships will be the most helpful for stabilizing and framing intercultural
encounters.
Teachers of professional and technical communication can use these frameworks as a
pedagogical tool to help students stabilize the activity of composing in intercultural
environments. Asking what the object and objective are comports well with rhetorical concerns
for audience and exigency. Thinking about the tools they use and the ways tools shape the
process (and are not simply used in an instrumental fashion) can help students see where
contradictions arise and how they might be overcome. The rules/norms, communities, and
division of labor components of the AT framework are a good way to organize and qualify the
usual training about cultures (perspectives on time, power, politeness, etc.). Here AT and ANT
must not be considered replacements for a more intercultural communication or intercultural
competence approach in the writing classroom. Rather those who have already begun to apply
intercultural communication and intercultural competence concretely in the classroom (e.g., Rice
& Hausrath, 2014; St. Amant, 2005) may use AT and ANT to coordinate and organize those
skills within a more explicit focus on activity as laid out by them.
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For example, Rice and Hausrath (2014) argue that in composition and literacy classes
students must develop “glocal thinking,” an ability to coordinate both the global and the local (p.
20). They call upon Hofstede and Appadurai to aid students in their learning about the dynamic
dimensionality of culture as they engage with cultural others (in this case, ESL students with
graduate level technical communication students). In this engagement, Rice and Hausrath note
that “both the graduate students and the ELS students may not realize is that every time they
perform speech acts or write down their stories, they represent differences in culture and
ideology” (p. 26). In a course like Rice and Hausrath’s, AT and ANT might serve an organizing
and coordinating function in ways that would both reveal cultural differences and illuminate
possible action toward greater understanding and productivity thought certainly not replace the
current approach entirely. In AT and ANT, the global and local are held together (the “glocal”)
by shared activity.
The AT framework in particular can also be used to help develop rubrics used to evaluate
the intercultural competence of students in their composing. How well do students understand
the purpose of their composition (e.g., its relationship to the object/ive(s) of the activity)? Are
they able to pinpoint variance in the rules and norms of cultural others for whom or with whom
they are composing? How well are they able to see the ways telecommunications tools in
particular are shaping and guiding their writing activity whether they realize it or not? In this
way, AT and ANT can be especially helpful to instructors in professional and technical
communication.
AT/ANT as analytical tools
Practitioners of professional and technical communication in intercultural environments
can trace their compositional activity through the “nodes” of the AT framework. What is the

246

object of the composition? A memo? An instruction manual? What is the object’s relationship to
the larger objective, the institutional (or personal) purpose for which it is being composed? What
tools are being used to develop the object? What rules are governing the composition for this
particular composition? Once the composition has been thus situated any contradictions in the
system should be noted. Contradictions, recall, are double-binds, instances where the relationship
between the elements disrupts the activity in some way. Are responses to questions posed to
other individuals in the community (departments, work teams, etc.) not making sense? At what
point does the disruption appear to be happening? Are the responses ignoring departmental
rules? Are colleagues perceived to be from “other cultures” responding in unexpected ways in
relation to your perceived division of labor (e.g., acting above or below your understanding of
the company hierarchy)?
Having started in this way, those professional and technical communicators whose
composition is heavily mediated by technology (email, texting applications, web design tools,
etc.) should step back from the framework and identify any component of their composing
process but specifically the technological tools they use (laptops, phones, software programs,
etc.) and trace how that element alone impacts the process. Specifically look at the ways the in
which these tools influence, direct, and constrain the process of composing. If some rupture is
occurring, identifying the specific way the technology is contributing to that disruption should be
articulated as clearly as possible.
Having identified where contradictions are occurring and how the actors and objects in
the action are influencing the process, composers in intercultural environments may call upon
those intercultural communication skills or competencies they have learned and begin probing in
very specific ways what potential cultural values, practices, and beliefs may be causing them.

247

Are differing beliefs about power distance (Hofstede) shaping the encounter in the division of
labor? Is a belief about how tools (instrumental or conceptual) should be used disrupting the
activity?
The AT and ANT frameworks can help stabilize the context in which these questions are
asked and help prevent leaping to conclusions grounded in simplistic ideas about the other’s
culture. While students and professionals may not engage the specific steps all the time and in
every instance, having learned to do so, it can help them cultivate a “disposition” that
acknowledges the complexity within their day-to-day activities in intercultural knowledge work,
and help them resist stereotyping simplifications.
In summary
The arc of 20th century theorization of culture and intercultural rhetoric increasingly
emphasizes the tension between universal and localized complexity. This complexity is only
increased by the introduction of technological mediation in the form of now ubiquitous
communication technologies (phone, email, texts, etc.). This project has illustrated this heavily
mediated complexity in a single company’s rhetorical practices with multiple sites of interaction
(factory, suppliers, customers, governmental agencies, etc.). In studying this site, I have
proposed that two analytical frames, activity theory (AT) and actor-network theory (ANT),
should be used as new tools to study and learn in these kinds of new international, digital
ecosystem. The focus on tools, community, and rules in an AT analysis opens up and stabilizes
“for now” the complex dynamics of where culture may be at work in any instance of
composition in an international or intercultural environment. ANT draws attention to both the
role of persuasion (the act of “enrolling”) by actors in a network and the inanimate actors in any
network that may be enabling and constraining composition. This inclusion of inanimate actors is
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significant for addressing composition in the current international communication networks
where computers and mobile devices heavily mediate the act of composing. AT and ANT’s
potential use for rhetorical studies, especially in highly technologically networked environments,
is significant.
In this project, I proposed that these theories be used as frameworks of analysis for
researchers of culture and international communication. I demonstrated how they might be
applied to the intercultural encounter and how they could be applied beyond the professional
practice of technical and professional rhetorical work, also serving as tools for instructors
teaching students to compose in intercultural contexts. Reflecting on the dynamics at work in my
research site using these theories, I illustrated how participants use communication technologies
as tools to engage across what we customarily think of as “cultural boundaries” while at the same
time complicating how we think of those cultural boundaries in the first place. This project
contributes to the research on methodologies for studying and teaching rhetorically informed
digital composition conveying ideas, arguments, and messages in international contexts.
In many ways, we are still in the infancy of writing and composing rhetorically within
globally networked knowledge work. It is difficult to see precisely what will emerge in this new
world of work. Activity theory and actor-network theory provide potentially fruitful ways of
coping with the emerging reality. Both theories offer concrete ways to cope with the tension
between the Universal and Particular in intercultural encounters. Both theories draw in to view
the inanimate objects which facilitate our conveyance of ideas, arguments, and messages with
cultural others (computers, smartphones, telecommunications networks, etc.) for both researchers
and practitioners, instructors and their students preparing to write in global context. Both theories
account for change in systems over time which is especially valuable given the constant change
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in both cultures and technologies. As we move from our globally networked infancy out of
adolescence and into adulthood, these approaches provide technical and professional writers a
way to grow.
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